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This dissertation explores the Islamic origins of the Ghuris in medieval Afghanistan between the tenth
and twelfth centuries CE. While the early Muslim historical and literary materials caricature the Ghuris
(660–1215) for being a pagan and impoverished people early in Islamic history, we also know of their
status as imperial Muslim sultans in the twelfth century when they established themselves as one of the
most important Islamic ruling houses in the eastern Islamic world. To resolve this contradiction between
impoverished origins and imperial status, this dissertation reconsiders the social and cultural origins of
the Ghuris by reading against the grain the medieval primary sources in Arabic and Persian, such as
universal and local histories, geographical manuals, and literary works. This is particularly accomplished
by revisiting and analyzing one medieval historical text, Minhaj Siraj al-Din Juzjani’s Tabaqat-i Nasiri (c.
1260), the main historical source for pre-Islamic and Islamic histories of Ghur and the Ghuris. Existing
scholarship – including work on the founding of the Delhi Sultanate – has mined this text as a dynastic
history. This study departs from the previously dynastic approach by exploring how the Tabaqat-i Nasiri
documents significant transformations in cultural, kinship, and political organization at the local level in
Ghur. By focusing on the social and cultural histories of Ghur as Juzjani documents them, this study
contributes to the debates concerning patterns of early Islamic conquests, authority, and household
practices in the medieval countryside. It shows how rural, petty chiefs, warlords, and other men and
women of power benefited from and exploited the social and political opportunities provided for them by
Muslim imperial states based in urban centers, such as the Ghaznavids in Ghazni and Lahore. In addition
to their cultural and political integrations into the Ghaznavid and the Great Saljuq imperial states, the
Ghuris played them against each other by forming parallel personal, familial, and political alliances which
provided them both political sanctuary and political resources as local puppet vassals and enemies. In
doing so, not only did the Ghuri rulers preserve their social and political positions of power at the local
and kinship levels, but they also exploited the vulnerabilities as well as political and social opportunities
provided to them by these urban-based Muslim empires; so much so that, by the mid-twelfth century, they
replaced them as the dominant Muslim power in South Asia.
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ABSTRACT
EARLY ISLAMIC GHUR, 10TH-12TH CENTURIES CE: REREADING THE
TABAQAT-I NASIRI
Jawan Shir Rasikh
Jamal J. Elias
This dissertation explores the Islamic origins of the Ghuris in medieval
Afghanistan between the tenth and twelfth centuries CE. While the early Muslim
historical and literary materials caricature the Ghuris (660–1215) for being a pagan
and impoverished people early in Islamic history, we also know of their status as
imperial Muslim sultans in the twelfth century when they established themselves as
one of the most important Islamic ruling houses in the eastern Islamic world. To
resolve this contradiction between impoverished origins and imperial status, this
dissertation reconsiders the social and cultural origins of the Ghuris by reading
against the grain the medieval primary sources in Arabic and Persian, such as
universal and local histories, geographical manuals, and literary works. This is
particularly accomplished by revisiting and analyzing one medieval historical text,
Minhaj Siraj al-Din Juzjani’s Tabaqat-i Nasiri (c. 1260), the main historical source
for pre-Islamic and Islamic histories of Ghur and the Ghuris. Existing scholarship –
including work on the founding of the Delhi Sultanate – has mined this text as a
dynastic history. This study departs from the previously dynastic approach by
exploring how the Tabaqat-i Nasiri documents significant transformations in cultural,
kinship, and political organization at the local level in Ghur. By focusing on the social
and cultural histories of Ghur as Juzjani documents them, this study contributes to the
debates concerning patterns of early Islamic conquests, authority, and household
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practices in the medieval countryside. It shows how rural, petty chiefs, warlords, and
other men and women of power benefited from and exploited the social and political
opportunities provided for them by Muslim imperial states based in urban centers,
such as the Ghaznavids in Ghazni and Lahore. In addition to their cultural and
political integrations into the Ghaznavid and the Great Saljuq imperial states, the
Ghuris played them against each other by forming parallel personal, familial, and
political alliances which provided them both political sanctuary and political
resources as local puppet vassals and enemies. In doing so, not only did the Ghuri
rulers preserve their social and political positions of power at the local and kinship
levels, but they also exploited the vulnerabilities as well as political and social
opportunities provided to them by these urban-based Muslim empires; so much so
that, by the mid-twelfth century, they replaced them as the dominant Muslim power in
South Asia.
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Prefatory Note
Although this dissertation follows standard conventions in terms of language and
style, it also provides some simple new contributions. For example, I have used
“Ghuri” instead of “Ghurid” as my use corresponds to its original equivalent in the
Persian language—ﻏﻮری.
Also, while all transliterations from Arabic and Persian are a modified version of the
system used by the International Journal of Middle East Studies, I have also provided
titles of new empirical works in their original Persian and Pashto scripts followed by
literal English translations. However, whenever I have quoted from the works of other
scholars, I have retained their conventions.
Common words from Arabic and Persian, such as “sultan,” are not italicized and
translated on the assumption that readers are familiar with them. This is also true of
diacritics: I have avoided them entirely.
All translations are mine unless noted. To aid the reader, I have reproduced in the
footnotes the original Persian versions of passages that are central to my analysis.
To keep it focused, I have cited secondary literature only if my analysis directly
engages with it.
The six appendices in this dissertation are new translations, and historiographical
commentaries on several historical and cultural places, peoples, and themes, which
relate conceptually to my analysis. These are, however, more markers for future work
than completed arguments.
I have followed the Gregorian calendar system throughout, and thus avoided the use
of Hijri Islamic dates.
All citations from the Tabaqat-i Nasiri are based on Abdul Hay Habibi’s critical
edition, unless specified: Minhaj Siraj al-Din Juzjani, Tabaqat-i Nasiri, 2 vols, ed.
Abdul Hay Habibi (Kabul, Anjuman Tarikh-i Afghanistan, 1963).
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Chapter 1
Introduction
In the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, a medieval Islamic history, the author Minhaj Siraj alDin Juzjani (1192–1260 CE) reproduces a victory eulogy by Ala al-Din Husayn
Jahansuz (r. 1149–1161), one of the early warlords of the Ghuri dynasty (1150–1215).
While reciting the eulogy, Jahansuz (which means World Burner in Persian) was in
the midst of commemorating the downfall of his imperial suzerains, the Ghaznavid
dynasty (977–1186). He lauded the burning of their capital city Ghazni, the exhuming
of the corpses of their sultans, and the proclaiming of himself as the sultan of the
kingdom of Ghur, and therefore, the sultan of the universe:
The world [now] knows that I am the sultan of the universe
I am a lamp of the House of Abbas
I am Ala al-Din Husayn son of Husayn
Whose kingdom may endure forever
When I am seated on the throne of my kingdom
My world and heaven become one
Hope follows the dust of my troops
Death plays on the way of my spear
I will conquer the entire world like Alexander
I will pick a different king for every city
I was determined to do this to the rascals of Ghazni
I will build, like the Nile River, a river of blood
But, they [Ghaznavids] are weak, helpless elders and infants
My affluent fortune and compassion are plenty to remedy them
I forgave them to live their lives
Because their lives are bonds of mine1
Juzjani goes on to say that after he recited the panegyric poem, he forgave the
people of Ghazni ()اھﻞ ﻏﺰﻧﯿﻦ, celebrated the destruction of their city, which was left in
a burning rubble, and left the meeting hall in order to take a hot bath. On the next
morning, the dawn of the eighth day after the conquest of Ghazni, he gathered the

1

Minhaj Siraj al-Din Juzjani, Tabaqat-i Nasiri [hereafter TN] (Kabul, Anjuman-i

Tarikh Afghanistan, 1963), 1:344-5.

1

invading Ghuri chiefs and their men to visit the graves of his own brothers who had
been slain by the Ghaznavids. Donning the mourning cloth, Jahansuz and his men
apparently sat for another seven days and nights over the Ghuri graves in Ghazni
grieving, reciting the Quran, giving charity to the poor, and placing anew the coffins
of the slain Ghuri princes on biers. As Jahansuz continued further in his purge of
other Ghaznavid palaces and monuments, he also ordered his men to carry the corpses
of his slain brothers from Ghazni back to Ghur for proper reburial next to their
ancestors in their homeland.2
While raids on Ghazni and other urban geographies like the caravan routes in
Khurasan by local Ghuri warlords seems to have happened several times during the
eleventh and twelfth centuries,3 this moment in the historical relations between the
Ghuris and the Ghaznavids is a critical one, as it most emphatically announced the
rise of the Ghuri dynasty. Other contemporary authorities, such as the Mosul-based
historian Ibn Al-Athir (1160–1260), also mention that the news of the Ghuri victory

2

Juzjani, TN, 1:346.

3

Abu Nasr al-Utbi (d. 1040), writing more than two centuries before Juzjani,

documents that the Ghaznavid sultans always exhibited personal and political
anxieties about local Ghuri warlords raiding and imposing dues across their imperial
dominions in Khurasan. Abu Nasr Utbi, Tarikh-i Yamini (Tehran, Intisharat-i Bungahi Tarjumah va Nashr-i Kitab, 1966), 312. For a good introduction to Utbi and his
work see Ali Anooshahr, “Utbi and the Ghaznavids at the Foot of the Mountain,”
Iranian Studies 38, no. 2 (2005), 271–291; for a different perspective see Andrew
Peacock, “Utbi’s al-Yamini: Patronage, Composition and Reception,” Arabica 54, no.
4 (2007), 500–525.

2

traveled across the medieval Islamic world.4 The Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad and
other minor and major regional Muslim dynastic houses in Iran, such as the Great
Saljuqs (1040–1194), now saw the Ghuris as a formidable regional power to reckon
with in the eastern Islamic lands, succeeding the Ghaznavids both in Afghanistan and
beyond, in South Asia.
The aftermath of Jahansuz’s burning of Ghazni leading to their rise as an
imperial power has been extensively studied. Their history has attracted the attention
of several scholars of Islamic history and polity in South Asia, particularly with
reference to their role in establishing the Delhi Sultanate in North India. The focus of
this dissertation, on the other hand, is on the local history of Ghur. It traces the
historical processes involved in the rise of Ghur by questioning and supplementing
the historiographical methods involved in its study thus far. The primary intervention
it makes involves turning away from Ghaznavid imperial accounts of Ghur, and away
from universal/civilizational histories, towards a new reading of local sources to look
at the many entities and aspects that have hitherto been ignored: rural medieval elites
in Afghanistan, pre-imperial histories of ruling dynasties, as well as the information
gleaned from considering the literary and historical contexts in which scholarhistorians worked. Considering the biographical details of scholar-historians included
in these works also yields rich new insights, as the lives of scholars themselves
constitute evidence reflecting the social and historical processes of the time. In rereading original texts with these perspectives in mind, this dissertation argues against

4

Ibn al-Athir says that the Ghuri burning of Ghazni lasted “three days”—not “seven”

as Juzjani has suggested (see Chapter 5 for detailed analysis of the “seven” number by
Juzjani).

3

ideas of linear histories for the Muslim conquests of Ghur. The common narrative
runs that Ghuris were converted to Islam by Arabs, and later by Sultan Mahmud of
Ghazni, and only really became “Muslim” after their rise to imperial power, even
though Juzjani explicitly argues against these ideas in his history. Turning away from
this broad scholarly consensus, which was based much more on literary tropes than in
historical fact, this thesis highlights instead the political and kinship relations
underpinning the emergence of the Ghuris as a powerful lineage in medieval South
Asia.
The importance of the personal and political can be seen in Jahansuz’s action
of dedicating his victory to his dead brothers. We know, for example, that two of
Jahansuz’s three slain brothers were his own political rivals in Ghur, who had chosen
to ally themselves with the Ghaznavid sultans. This was a form of vassalage,
relationships of loyalty that constituted political life during this period. However, both
these brothers were killed by the Ghaznavids themselves under various pretexts. As a
result, upon becoming the local ruler of Ghur, Juzjani stresses that Jahansuz was
committed to exacting revenge against the Ghaznavids for killing his brothers and
other members of the ruling Ghuri houses. Juzjani quotes from a war declaration letter
which Jahansuz had sent to Sultan Bahram Shah (r. 1117–1157) prior to their raid and
conquest of Ghazni: “You made a bad mistake in killing my brothers, even though I
have killed none of yours. Have you not heard what the Almighty God says [in the
Quran] – ‘And whoever is killed unjustly, We have given permission to his heir [to
avenge the dead] without exceeding limits in taking life. For, in such regards, he has
been supported by the word of God.’”5

5

Juzjani, TN, 1: 341-2.

4

Even if Ala al-Din was only making a display of fraternal loyalty to brothers
he had warred with in the past, that he made this particular public display shows that
kinship ties were very important to the Ghuri rank and file—the sultan knew that they
would appreciate the personal reasons for Ala al-Din’s actions even more than the
political ones. Taking a cue from these hints to focus on kinship and political ties as
central to society in Ghur at the time, this thesis also argues against the extant
historiographical narrative of the Ghuri dynastic house as being some kind of strange
eruption in the history of the region, as the sudden rise to power of a culturally
“backward” people. Instead, we get a very different account of the pre-imperial
Ghuris as carefully building and breaking marital and political alliances, and
exploiting their status as a zone between many competing Persianate dynasties like
the Ghaznavids and Great Saljuqs to plot their eventual rise to dominance.
Therefore, this work seeks to understand the transformation of Ghur and the
Ghuris into a historical place, and how a single author, Juzjani, in his empirical
breadth and analytical depth, conveys the strategies and contours of historical process.
By process, I mean how unnamed regions, moments, peoples, and legacies start being
incorporated into historical time as worthy of study and reflection. This is, in effect, a
history of history making in the context of medieval Islamic society. In this work,
process is conceived of in terms of historical and geographical knowledge as
nameless places and peoples are named, unknown natural geographies become
historical and cultural, and local happenings become universal while universal
narratives are mapped onto the local; process in terms of how mythical and cultural
biographies of figures become historical lives and memories, turning irreligious social
groups into religious personas and identities; process in terms of medieval professions
as legal and religious scholars (Juzjani) become “Persian” Muslim historians, while
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Persian Muslim historians become “immigrant” scholars in Hindustan; and last but
not least, process in terms of medieval Persianate patrilineality as natural individuals
become genealogical patriarchs while patriarchs become families, and families
become ruling houses. The focus on male lineage also emerges as an artifact of the
time, as a careful reading of the sources for buried or hidden details also yields hints
regarding the various roles women also played in these processes. All these
geographical, mythical, historical, and social processes apply to Ghur and the Ghuris,
as Juzjani has invented and historicized them in the Tabaqat-i Nasiri.
Before looking deeper into the historiography of Ghur, let us now establish its
geographical boundaries and its place in history.

Setting
The region of Ghur is a collection of twisting valleys, pasture lands, and high
mountains, which together constitute the very end of the Hindukush Mountain range
in northwest-central Afghanistan. The toponym “Ghur” means “mountain” in the Old
Persian (Avestan) and Sanskrit languages, which medieval Muslim geographers and
historians also adopted. According to Juzjani, the local pre-Islamic toponym of Ghur
was Zu Mandish, or Mandish, a name chosen by the children of Zahhak, the mythical
ancestor of the Ghuri ruling houses.6 Additionally, classical Greek geographers,
following the ancient Persians, called the region Uparisena (“the highlands”), while
calling the mountains, valleys, and cities laying east of Ghur, now comprising the
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southeastern and northwestern regions of Afghanistan and Pakistan, Paropamisus
(“beyond the highlands”).7
The region has historically functioned as a vast hinterland to some of the bestknown urban centers in the medieval Islamic world. In addition to Herat, the nearest
urban centers to Ghur’s western side, Nishapur and Merv, two of the first cities of the
eastern Islamic empire, lay not very far to the northwest of Ghur.8 The medieval city
of Balkh, which Arabs called Um al-Bilad, or Mother of Cities, was located to its
northeast.9 The Buddhist-Hindu cosmopolitan worlds of Bamiyan and Kabul enclosed
Ghur on its eastern side.10 Ghazni, the capital of the Ghaznavid dynasty, along with
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Zaranj, the main urban center in Sistan, were located to the southwest and southeast
of Ghur.11
The region of Ghur, which was likely the size of the modern Kingdom of
Bhutan, was of geostrategic importance to these urban centers. Early Islamic
historical and geographical sources mention that Muslims imported slaves to these
cities from Ghur, as well as armory materials, minerals, and even hunting dogs.
Moreover, they mention the importance of Ghur as a source of fresh water to several
of these urban centers, which were watered by such rivers as Murghab, Harirud,
Farahrud, and Helmand, which were made possible by the snow from the mountains
of Ghur. While Ghur’s medieval political and cultural formations are naturally linked
to the cosmopolitan worlds of medieval Islam, no major urban center is known to
have existed in Ghur itself prior to the twelfth century. The Ghuri urban centers,
including its capital of Firuzkoh, were built during the second half of the twelfth
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century with wealth and skilled labor brought to Ghur by the Ghuris from their raids
and plunders in neighboring Muslim cities in Khurasan and India.12
The half century of Ghuri imperial political power during the twelfth century
is identified as an extraordinary period in the history of Ghur, when it became a major
regional powerhouse in the eastern half of the Islamic empire. The Ghuris exercised
political independence, minted their own coins, and brought under their control these
neighboring urban centers. Moreover, they patronized their own natural and
genealogical histories by enlisting various Muslim military, literary, religious, and
political elites. In doing so, by the end of the century, they founded a medieval
Islamicate polity, which extended as far east as western Bengal in India, and as far
west as Nishapur in Iran. However, the imperial Ghuris and their capital city of
Firuzkoh, along with their other urban centers in Ghur, were ransacked and destroyed
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by the Mongols at the turn of the thirteenth century. Ghur never recovered from its
Mongol destruction. 13
After the Mongol conquest of Ghur, the region seems to have returned to its
pre-twelfth century position as a region subject politically and administratively to its
larger urban neighbors. Consequently, subsequent dynastic houses in Central and
South Asia, such as the Mongols, Timurids, Safavids, Mughals, and Afghans,
incorporated Ghuri ruling elites and their territories within their empires.14 Although
the modern Afghan state made Ghur one of its administrative provinces in 1954, the
province is the most impoverished region in Afghanistan. For instance, ninety-nine
percent of its 700,000-strong population was considered “rural” between 2007 and
2008. The province has only two miles of paved roads. Nearly seventy per cent of its
population lives in poverty. Rates of literacy, and access to basic services such as
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hospitals and medicine, and other aspects of human development, are the lowest in the
country.15

Historical Problem
Given its status as a hinterland, the historiography of Ghur is shaped by biases
towards urban histories and histories of empire. Ever since the publication of one of
his first academic writings in 1961, “The Early Islamic History of Ghur,” to his last
scholarly work, “The Ghurids in Khurasan,” (2015), Clifford Bosworth engaged in
making sense of the early Islamic history of Ghur. He was especially concerned with
the acculturation of Ghur to Islam, and the Ghuris’ cultural and political standing as a
Persianate dynasty in late-medieval Afghanistan and Iran.16 Relying on the Tabaqat-i
Nasiri and other Persian and Arabic histories, geographies, administrative manuals,
and literary materials, Bosworth has been consistent in propagating his main
argument: that the Ghuris were an impoverished, obscure people living in the fringes
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of the eastern Islamic empire. In order to uphold this narrative, Bosworth dismisses
the historical version that Juzjani has invented for the Ghuris as anything but history.
Instead, Bosworth’s perspective on the Ghuris was formed on the basis of Ghaznavid
historical materials and other contemporary Muslim sources. For example, Bosworth
says that medieval Muslim historians, geographers, and city biographers were never
interested in Ghur due to its cultural and geographical “backwardness” in the eastern
Islamic lands, and also because the region did not produce “scholar[s] or religious
figure[s] of even minor fame.” Moreover, no urban centers existed in Ghur that could
attract their attention.17
According to Bosworth, “Juzjani is certainly premature in asserting that there
were already in the time of Yaqub b. Laith [late ninth century] rival parties of
Muslims and pagans among the chieftains of Ghur who were continually at war.”18
This disbelief of Bosworth seems to also lead to his surprise at the prospect of the
Ghuris, as petty local chiefs, rising to imperial power during the end of the twelfth
century, thus triggering the fall of the Ghaznavid dynasty that had been the central
focus of Bosworth’s prolific scholarly contributions in medieval Islamic history. In
other words, from Bosworth’s perspective, the historical rise to imperial power of the
Ghuris was spontaneous and sudden, as if they had invaded medieval urban
Afghanistan and Iran from another planet. Bosworth characterizes the rise of Ghur as
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“meteoric,” a “temporary mark,” and an “interlude” in Iranian medieval Islamic
history.19
However, history, if it is one thing, is never accidental. Recent scholarship has
challenged this cultural “backwardness” thesis of Bosworth. Though not directly
responding to Bosworth’s historiographical statements on the early Islamic history of
Ghur, many scholars, especially art historians and archaeologists, have convincingly
argued for the architectural, cultural, and political openness as well as achievements
of the Ghuris after their rise to imperial power. These scholars have also shown that
the Ghuris were not only receptive of the material and political worlds in which they
took part, but also used the material and natural resources and objects, which they had
collected from their local and regional plunders in Central and South Asia, to actively
participate in the patronage and building of grand architectural monuments in their
local and imperial homelands, helping establish what is now known as “Indo-Islamic”
art and architectural traditions in the Subcontinent.20
The studies by Bosworth and other scholars remain seminal concerning the
imperial history of the Ghuris, but they have ignored its pre-imperial local history as
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we know it from the Tabaqat-i Nasiri and other contemporary sources. By rereading
the Tabaqat-i Nasiri as a “local history” of Ghur, this dissertation focuses on the
social, political, and cultural histories of how, between the tenth century and the first
half of the twelfth century, Ghuri ruling elites became Muslims by integrating
themselves into the cultural and political worlds of the expansive urban-based
Persianate Islamic polities such as that of the Ghaznavids (977–1186). In the process,
they seem to have not only preserved their social and familial status as political men
of power, as “rural patricians” ruling among their hinterland castle communities as
characterized by Juzjani, but also went on to become Muslim sultans.21
Although I use “patrician” to refer to early Ghuri chiefs following Richard
Bulliet’s characterization of ruling families in urban medieval Iran, the patricians of
Ghur did not draw, like the patricians of Nishapur, their personal and social authority
from their religious, moral, and urban genealogies. They were rather petty rural
warlords who drew their authority from mythical, political, and kinship genealogies,
and from their ability to make active political compacts with other Islamicate
dynasties. Therefore, in my rereading of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, I pay close attention to
the local rather than the imperial geographies of the Ghuris, to the mythical over the
historical narratives, and to the natural over the built environments. I do not suggest
that the mythical and historical foundations of Ghur were exceptional, binary, and
separate from the medieval Persianate historical and cultural urban worlds around it.
As a matter of fact, this study is a critique of all manifestations of historical
exceptionalism, binaries, and separation, detaching urban from rural, such as the
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Ghaznavids from the Ghuris, and so on. In my view, it is against historical process to
separate local and imperial geographies, histories, and people from each other by
provincializing, nationalizing, and homogenizing them into various political
geographies and political economies, like those of centers as oppose to frontiers.
Instead of dismissing Ghur or treating it as secondary, the extant primary records
documenting its history speak of both its historical and geographical features, as well
as its peoples’ relations, diversity, and movements. For example, the Tabaqat-i
Nasiri, the main authority on Ghur and the Ghuris, shows how closely the Ghuris
were linked to the larger world around them, because both the Tabaqat as a work of
history (tarikh), and its author, Juzjani, as a historian, were as much products of
Persianate political patronage cultures and literary traditions, which preceded both
Ghur and the Ghuris, as anything else. We can see this in the ways in which the work
straddles multiple local and imperial imaginaries in medieval Afghanistan and
beyond.

Sources and Methodology
This study focuses on sources from two periods. The first set of sources come
from the tenth and eleventh centuries when medieval Muslim historians, geographers,
and literary writers documented, mapped, and characterized the geographical and
political standing of the region and its inhabitants in relation to the global and
regional worlds of the eastern Islamic empire. The second set of sources come from
the twelfth century (1150–1260) when the Ghuris themselves began to integrate and
define their cultural and political positions in relation to their outside worlds,
including their relation to the Mongols.
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The story of Ghur, as narrated in the sources from these two periods, cannot
be understood as one historical narrative or theme for two methodological reasons.
First, the region of Ghur and the Ghuris change across both periods within Muslim
knowledge circles and political discourses. Ghur goes from being initially identified
as a non-Islamic anonymous place to being documented as a well-known place of
Islam. This shift in the historical and geographical histories of Ghur needs to be taken
into consideration to understand the manifestation of their imperial history. Second,
the historical sources are also different in terms of time and space as well as language
and genre across these two periods. For example, the tenth century Muslim sources,
such as the universal histories and geographies in which Ghur is superficially
documented, are written in Arabic, while the later materials, such as the Ghaznavid
and Ghuri sources, are written in Persian.
Therefore, following new developments in the studies of medieval Islamic
history and in area studies, which I shall discuss in greater detail below, I have relied
upon reading anew the evidence in Arabic and Persian source texts. This is
fundamentally an empirical exercise in translation and interpretation. In addition, this
dissertation also relies on later historical, literary, and ethnographic evidence from a
year-and-a-half of fieldwork in Ghur and Herat in Afghanistan as well as in Iran and
Pakistan, and across digital libraries and archives that are now at our disposal. While
my empirical analysis of the medieval sources is conceptually informed by
ethnographic evidence, my fieldwork does not define it. In order to see an
ethnographic approach, I recommend turning to the modern, local Ghuri intellectuals
and others from across Afghanistan and Iran who have recently produced a vast
number of new ethnographic Ghuri histories, which require independent analyses
within the increasing provincialization of historical and cultural knowledge in South
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Asia. For example, the Quatrains of the People of Ghur ( )دو ﺑﯿﺘﯽ ھﺎی ﻣﺮدﻣﯽ ﻏﻮرand the
Quatrains and Poems of Malang Samad ( )دو ﺑﯿﺘﯽ ھﺎ و اﺷﻌﺎر ﻣﻠﻨﮓ ﺻﻤﺪby Nabi Saqi offer
rich information about various themes in historical and cultural production, such as
matters relating to married life, village life, the lives of women, and so on. These are
laboriously collected by Saqi from various parts of modern Ghur.22 The same is true
of Ahmad Nadim Ghuri’s Land of Love ()زﻣﯿﻦ ﻋﺸﻖ, a local history of contemporary
Ghur. Nadim is a local intellectual and a self-taught sculptor, librarian, and poet from
Firuzkoh.23
Another major body of evidence that is briefly considered is archaeological
since this study has benefited from the rethinking of the history of Ghur by
archaeologists and art historians. However, I have refrained from relying significantly
on archaeological evidence for two empirical and historiographical reasons. First,
archaeologists have not conducted any systematic excavations in this region of
Afghanistan. Second, in addition to their focus on major urban centers in the country,
they remain more or less restricted in their studies concerning Ghur to a few built
structures from Ghur’s later imperial history, such as the Minaret Jam built by Ghuri
sultans around the end of the twelfth century. While archeologists have established
the significance of this highest of minarets and other achievements of the Ghuri
dynasty in the medieval Islamic world in relation to histories of Islamic art and
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architecture, it remains outside the purview of this study because, for some
unknowable reason, Juzjani, the main historical authority on Ghur, never mentions it
in the Tabaqat-i Nasiri.24

Tabaqat-i Nasiri Reconsidered
The Tabaqat-i Nasiri is one of the most cited medieval Islamic histories in
studies concerning the group and social hierarchies of medieval Muslim Perso-Turkic
warlords, the invasions of central Islamic lands by the Mongols, and the formation of
the Delhi Sultanate.25 Since the work has been used by different scholars, institutional
regimes, and other local and global projects of knowledge spanning multiple
historiographical traditions and literary genres, I have summarized my analysis of the
academic perspectives on the work into the following two subsections: historiography
of the TN, and the TN as a medieval Islamic tarikh.

Historiography of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri
Historians of Islamic history in South Asia have identified the TN as one of the
key primary sources for the medieval period. For example, they have used a part of
TN extensively, namely the Chapters 17–22, as an encyclopedia of contemporary
empirical data and figures that Juzjani provides on the founding of the Delhi
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Sultanate. Twentieth-century South Asian scholars, such as Indian nationalist-Marxist
historians like Mohammad Habib (1895–1971) and others, exploited the TN to
counter earlier colonial historical perspectives about the nature and foundations of
Islamic polity in South Asia. For instance, they emphasized the social and political
foundations of the Delhi Sultanate, such as its political formation, its administrative
and economic organization, and the social hierarchies of its military and cultural
ruling elites.26
This is understood now to have been a critical nationalistic and ideological
response to a generation of British and other colonial scholars who had used the TN.
However, the British and other European uses of the TN were also varied, and this
needs to be understood in the context of broader colonial knowledge projects in South
Asia during the nineteenth century. It was during this time that many different
colonial specialists were tasked with the identification, translation, and printing of
primary Indic, Muslim, and other textual and ethnographic materials from the
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subcontinent.27 The colonial scholars and their local munshi agents knew the
importance of the TN as a source of medieval history in South Asia. For example,
Henry Elliot and John Dowson, the editors and translators of the History of India, as
Told by Its Own Historians (1861), in which they partially included several sections
of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, have succinctly summarized the paramount reception of the
text among colonial intellectuals. In their own words:
The Tabakat-i Nasiri is held in very high esteem both in India and
Europe. [Muhammad Qasim] Firishta and others refer to it as an
excellent work of high authority; Anquetile-Duperron calls it a
“precious work,” and [Mountstuart] Elphinstone mentions it as a work
of the highest celebrity. [Charles] Stewart in his History of Bengal,
follows it very closely, and considers it “a very valuable book.” These
encomiums are not altogether undeserved; it is written in a plain,
unaffected style, and the language is conserved very correct.28
Indeed, five years before its appearance in the History of India by John
Dowson, the eminent conservative orientalist William Lees and his two Muslim
munshis had already printed the Tabaqat-i Nasiri in the famous Bibliotheca Indica
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Series of the Asiatic Society of Bengal.29 In 1881, George Raverty, a major orientalist
known for his works on Pashto language, translation, and colonial education,
completed and published an English translation of it, which was published again in
the Bibliotheca Indica Series.30
Among many other aspects, there were two main issues with the colonial
reading of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri that are relevant to the current discussion. First, all
colonial authorities in one way or another were selective and reductionist in their
reading of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri. William Lees published only those sections of the
text that dealt with the Muslim political history in Hindustan. John Dowson followed
Lees’s schema in the History of India. George Raverty also avoided translating into
English several sections, stories, and other contents from the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, which
he deemed useless and irrelevant to the Muslim history of Hindustan. For example, he
left out the first six chapters of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri which contain discussions that
range from the Biblical-Islamic narratives about the creation of the world to the
genealogical biographies of Biblical-Islamic prophets including Muhammad, as well
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as details regarding the early Islamic state in Arabia, the Umayyad and Abbasid
caliphates, the ancient kings of Iran, and Yemen. This selective approach of the
colonial authorities was utilitarian, because they were interested in the Muslim
sources that dealt with the pre-British history of South Asia, the so-called Muslim and
Hindu histories. However, we must note that there was no one way of being an
orientalist just as there were many orients and orientals. As a matter of fact, George
Raverty was an orientalist against orientalists: in his translation and commentaries on
the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, he criticizes in principle every other colonial authority,
including Lees, Dowson, and Mountstuart Elphinstone for their mistranslation and
misreading of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri. For instance, he offers a rich linguistic and
historical criticism of these and other colonial authorities for their identification and
characterization of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri as an “Afghan” history, and for making
medieval Ghuris into modern Afghans. Raverty says that the main reason he initially
decided to translate the Tabaqat-i Nasiri was to find out more about the history of
Afghans in South Asia, but he found his assumption to be mistaken. When he finished
his fine translation of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, he “found nothing” in it that could be
called Afghan.31
It must also be noted, however, that this argument by Raverty, rejecting the
Tabaqat-i Nasiri as a history of the Afghans with the Ghuris as their “ancestors,” was
ignored in Kabul in the twentieth century when Afghan nationalist historians
appropriated this medieval text and other historical sources to invent an “ancient”
history of Afghanistan’s premodern pasts. No one was more interested in the
Tabaqat-i Nasiri than Abdul Hay Habibi (1910–1984) who relied on Raverty’s
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recension and several other copies for the purpose of editing and publishing anew the
text in several modern editions in Kabul.32 Habibi was a master editor and inventor of
various other medieval and modern historical sources and biographical dictionaries
relating to the Islamic history of Afghanistan.33 Right after the publication of the
Tabaqat-i Nasiri in 1944 and 1963, he edited and published several other extant
medieval Islamic histories, such as Tarikh-i Gardizi in 1968, Fada'il-i Balkh in 1971,
and the famous but controversial Islamic biography of medieval Pashto poets (Pata
Khazana, “The Hidden Treasure”) in 1944, and subsequently as a fourth edition in
1977. 34
As far as the Tabaqat-i Nasiri is concerned, Habibi introduced many literary,
onomastic, geographical, and historical distortions into the work. For instance, he
suggested that “Ghur” means ghar ()ﻏﺮ, which means “mountain” in Pashto, thus
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proving the Ghuris were Pashtuns, by which he meant Afghans.35 Elsewhere, for
example, he has rendered Zahhak, the pre-Islamic mythical ancestor of the Ghuris, as
Sahak, the lineage name of a major modern Ghilzai Pashtun tribe.36 Apart from
Habibi’s literary rendition of the work, one of the main implications of his recension
was that local Afghan historians accepted his thesis of Ghuris being the original
ancestors of modern Afghans.37
In addition to colonial, South Asianist, and revisionist historians of Islamic
history in Hindustan, historians of medieval Iran and Central Asia have also taken
advantage of the information found in the Tabaqat-i Nasiri in their studies of
Islamicate political formations, statecraft, and military developments in Khurasan
between the eleventh century and the first half of the thirteenth century. Of all these
historians, the most prominent is the work of Clifford Bosworth, whose organized
studies of the Ghaznavid dynasty and their historical sources have now become
classic reads for scholars and students of the eastern Islamic lands. Vasily Barthold
(1869–1930), the great Russian ethnographer and historian, and other scholars, have
also relied on the Tabaqat-i Nasiri in their discussions of Khwarazmian, Turkic, and
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Mongol political confederations between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries in
Central Asia.38

Tabaqat-i Nasiri as a Tarikh
While the historiographical considerations of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri are interesting
in themselves, I would like to turn now to describing the original text. The TN is made
up of twenty-three chapters known as tabaqat, which literally mean “layers” in
Arabic. However, I have chosen to translate tabaqat as “houses,” by which Juzjani
meant the pre-medieval and medieval mythical, historical, and religious ruling houses,
such as the houses of the Biblical-Islamic prophets and kings, including the house of
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the Muslim prophet Muhammad, the house of the Sassanian kings of Iran, the house
of Shansab in Ghur, and so on.39
Juzjani finished writing TN in 1259–60 when he had already retired from
public life after spending sixty-nine years living, traveling, and working in the
multiple courts of various major and minor sultans and warlords in medieval
Afghanistan and Hindustan.40 The overall historical information he provides in the TN
deals with the social and genealogical dispositions of many pre-Islamic and Islamic
prophets, kings, and other historical personas like Genghis Khan. For example, the
first tabaqa is that of the Biblical-Islamic patricians and prophets, with Adam being
the first and Muhammad the final prophet. The second tabaqa contains the history of
the first four caliphs in Islam (Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali), their descendants,
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such as Ali’s sons Hasan and Husayn, and several other companions of Muhammad
who had played critical roles in early Islamic history. The third and fourth tabaqat are
devoted to the histories of the Umayyad and Abbasid houses. The history of the
ancient Persians, the “Kings of Ajam” as Juzjani calls them, makes the fifth tabaqa.
The sixth tabaqa deals with the history of the pre-Islamic kings of Yemen. The
seventh, eighth, ninth, and tenth tabaqat are about the first four medieval Persianate
dynastic houses (the Tahirids, Saffarids, Samanids, and Buyids) who ruled as
independent regional Muslim polities in Iran and Central Asia during the ninth and
tenth centuries CE. Pre-Islamic and Islamic histories of the rise and fall of the TurkicPersianate houses of the Ghaznavid and the Great Saljuq dynasties make the eleventh
to thirteenth tabaqat, followed in the fourteenth to sixteenth tabaqat by the histories
of the dynastic houses of Nimruz in Sistan, the Ayyubid Kurds in Levant and Egypt,
and the Khwarazmians in Khwarazm.
Going forward, Juzjani devoted the seventeenth to nineteenth tabaqat to the preIslamic and Islamic histories of the Ghuri ruling houses, which are the subject of
analysis in this work. These three tabaqat are the longest in the TN.
There were three main reasons why Juzjani made these three the longest tabaqat.
One is political patronage: the imperial Ghuri rulers were the principal political
patrons of Juzjani’s family beginning from his father to Juzjani himself. For example,
they both worked as jurists, scholars, and diplomatic envoys for various local and
imperial Ghuri rulers during the last quarter of the twelfth century when the Ghuri
dynasty was at the peak of its imperial power in South Asia. Second, Juzjani claims
direct maternal relationships to the Ghuri royal lineage. And third, Juzjani had
personal affinity towards Ghur. He spent his entire childhood and adolescence in
various quarters of the Ghuri royal family in Ghur during the last decade of the

27

twelfth century, and the first two decades of the thirteenth century. Thus, not only did
he benefit from the dynasty’s imperial patronage, he also personally witnessed and
experienced its destruction. The Mongols, from whom Juzjani escaped to Hindustan
in 1227, eliminated the Ghuris as an independent power, and destroyed Ghur’s
various fortified towns, including Juzjani’s hometown of Taiwara. In short, Ghur
seems to have become a sort of historical nostalgia for Juzjani as he wrote the TN.41
The political, genealogical, and personal histories of Muslim slave-kings of the
Delhi Sultanate are covered between the twentieth and twenty-second tabaqat. The
last tabaqa, the twenty-third, is devoted to the history of the house of Genghis Khan.
There were at least two main reasons why Juzjani wrote the TN: one was purely
intellectual, and the other had to do with his political patrons. When it comes to the
first reason, he has explicitly expressed, in the preface to the TN, that he was feeling
unsatisfied with previous works of Islamic histories that he had access to. He thought
that they were incomplete. For example, he had access to a history book which he
cites as Tarikh-i Majdul or History of Tables written by Muhammad Ali Abu alQasim Umadi. Although this specific work is not known to us now, Abdul Hay
Habibi has cited medieval literary Persian sources like Sadid al-Din Awfi’s Lubab alalbab arguing that Umadi was a court historian of the later Ghaznavid dynasty, and a
student and contemporary of the Persian Sufi poet Sanai (d. 1130).42 Whether Umadi
existed or indeed was the author of Tarikh-i Majdul could not be verified from a
historical perspective. Juzjani has claimed that the main problem nevertheless with
the Tarikh-i Majdul was that it was not comprehensive in terms of its contents
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because the furthest Islamic history it covered was until the reign of the house of
Subuktigin, the founder of the Ghaznavid dynasty. In the words of Juzjani himself:

[Tarikh-i Majdul] was a mustache of reduction and summary, in which
from every garden a flower, and from every ocean a drop, were
compiled, and after mention of the prophets, their noble genealogies,
and of the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs, the kings of Ajam, and the
Sassanid kings, it covered events only up to the house of Sultan
Mahmud, leaving unmentioned many other previous and later kings
and nobles of other kingdoms. This frail [Jujzani] decided to fill that
Tarikh with mention of all the Arab and Ajam kings and sultans of
Muslims from their beginning to end, and from every lineage a candle
to be enkindled in that assembly, and to stitch a cap over the head of
every person by illustrating their situations and legacies.43
The dissatisfaction of Juzjani with the previous works of Islamic history should
not mislead us into seeing the TN as a purely intellectual project of a retired Muslim
scholar. Juzjani was deeply invested in the political dynamics of the Delhi Sultanate
and he had direct access to two of the most powerful Muslim warlords as he
completed his work. One was the Shamsi sultan of the Delhi Sultanate, Sultan Nasir
al-Din Mahmud (d. 1266), to whom he dedicated his work. Another was Sultan Nasir
al-Din Mahmud’s powerful wazir, Ulugh Khan Azam, the future Sultan Ghiyas al-Din
Balban (d. 1287). They were Juzjani’s principal patrons both prior to and during his
retirement in Hindustan. He also supplied both with a copy of his work. Unlike many
other medieval historians of the Delhi Sultanate, like Zia al-Din Barani (1285–1357),
who did not receive any special rewards for their laborious works, Juzjani seems to
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have been happy with the material and intellectual honors he received from his
patrons.44
TN as a medieval Islamic history can be identified in at least three ways: as a work
of universal history, as a biographical dictionary of political men, and as a local
history of Ghur. As a universal Islamic history, it is one of only three extant works
written in the Persian language before the Mongols arrived in the central Islamic lands
and rose to supreme power in Iran during the second half of the thirteenth century,
when they started patronizing their own Persian histories of the world and its peoples,
such as Ala al-Din Ata Malik Juwayni’s Tarikh-i Jahangusha-yi Juwayni, and Rashid
al-Din’s Jami al-Tawarikh, which have received the bulk of attention from scholars.45
The other two pre-Mongol extant works of Islamic history written in Persian are
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Balami’s Tarikhnama, (c. 10th century) and Gardizi’s Tarikh-i Gardizi known also as
Zayn al-Akhbar, (c. 11th century).46
TN is more distinctive than these two earlier works for several literary and
historiographical reasons. Firstly, TN is a work available to us in a complete form,
written by one author. Although Juzjani seems to have relied heavily on both works,
Balami’s Tarikhnamah is understood more as a Persian translation of an earlier
Arabic universal Islamic history (Tabari’s Tarikh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk), while
Gardizi’s Zayn al-Akhbar exists only in incomplete form.47 Furthermore, Juzjani’s
main audience was Muslim Turkic elites, sultans, and scholars of Hindustan.
Although this was also true of both Balami’s and Gardizi’s audiences, the general
argument in the historiography is that they wrote in a new “Persian” context under the
Samanid and Ghaznavid dynasties, which sponsored in an institutional manner works
of Persian language, poetry, and history. For example, Gilbert Lazard, the French
Iranologist, has long argued that Balami’s Tarikhnamah was written for a Persian-
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speaking literate public audience.48 Juzjani’s audience may or may not have been able
to speak or read in Persian. There is no evidence of the Turkic elites and sultans of
Hindustan understanding Arabic at all. They seem to have only listened to Persian
historians reading their works aloud for them. As a matter of fact, Juzjani explicitly
mentions one such situation, when he and his sons were presenting their work to
Sultan Nasir al-Din.49
TN is also a distinct work of medieval local history compared to other wellknown “local histories” written in Arabic and Persian in medieval Iran and
Afghanistan. Unlike the TN, these other local histories are devoted to specific
medieval Islamic cities or the biographies of their urban elites—often religious,
scholarly, and landholding families.50 The contents of the longest tabaqat that Juzjani
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devotes in the TN to pre-Islamic and Islamic local histories of Ghur are not religious
biographies of scholars or sacred landscapes at all. Rather than focusing on religious
and urban biographies of men of power as we know from other medieval city histories
and biographical dictionaries from medieval Iran, Juzjani’s descriptions tend to be
documentary, focusing on the lives of political elites. For example, he focuses more
on the familial, political, and social merits of Ghuri elites than on their religious and
scholarly merits and virtues. He considers, in the founding of the pre-Islamic and
Islamic kingdom of Ghur, more the role of evil kings (e.g., Zahhak), natural
mountains and fortresses than built, urban, and religious geographies and figures,
such as cities, towns, shrines, prophets, and holy men, from which the genre of “local
histories” is developed in the medieval Islamic historiography.51
These details of the TN’s authorship, patronage, and genre differences from
other medieval Islamic universal and local histories, have not been the subject of
significant academic study. Nor have the historical sources on which Juzjani relied,
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and the universal, local, and biographical narratives he develops, been studied using
any comparative literary analyses. Juzjani’s abundant citations of works, and the
individual testimonies on which he relies makes him a unique person among his
contemporaries such as Nizami, Barani, and others whose own personas dominate
their historical narratives.52 His language is simple and straightforward, in that he
follows no particular Persian composition style ()اﻧﺸﺎ.53 For example, although he uses
some fables, stories, quotes, poems, and other rhetorical sayings from the Quran and
Hadith as well as other sources to make a point, he does not embellish the language.
This does not mean that Juzjani does not use rhetorical language. He does, but only in
contexts where he is not describing historical episodes: for example, he is very
expressive in his language when he talks about himself. For instance, he says that his
marriage year coincided with the year (1220 CE) when Genghis Khan crossed the
Amu River in Central Asia with the intention of invading Ghazni and Ghur.54
Much like other medieval Islamic histories, the TN is written in a continuous
narrative fashion. However, what makes Juzjani noteworthy when compared to many
other historians is that for him, a continuous historical narrative had to be concise and
short. This approach was applied both to his penning of mythical pasts that could not
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be verified in a historical sense, and to his accounts of historical presents found in the
works to which he had access.55

Theoretical Framework
Having considered my primary source text, I turn now to the theoretical
frameworks and methodological developments in the field of medieval Islamic
history. In the aftermath of the Second World War, the new historical and cultural
works of many scholars of Islamic civilization have been seminal in terms of
understanding the long-term development of Islamic societies in regions like Iran,
Central Asia and South Asia. For example, scholars in the 1960s and 70s, such as
Clifford Bosworth, Richard Bulliet, Richard Eaton, Carl Ernst, and Devin DeWeese
among many others, adopted new approaches towards examining the various
foundations of Islamic society, the nature of historical materials, and their relevance
to these regions’ medieval and modern political, cultural, and social connections to
other regions of the world. By relying on medieval Arabic and Persian dynastic
histories, geographical manuals, administrative records (e.g., waqf endowment
documents), biographical dictionaries, city histories, and other historical and literary
sources like Sufi discourses (malfuzat), they were able to identify the many roles that
various Islamicate polities, including nomadic political confederations such as those
of the Turkic people, urban patricians, Sufi communities, cultural and social
institutions like shrines, and military technologies and labor markets, played in the
making of Islamicate Eurasia. However, one of the specific themes of their historical
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inquiries has been the growth of the “Islamic” community known in the
historiography as the process of “conversion.” At a broad level, many of their
theoretical and historiographical debates concerning various histories of conversion to
Islam intersect because the historical materials from medieval and early modern
Central and South Asia overlap. Since my work is concerned with the Islamization of
the Ghuris, the next section will consider the contribution of various scholars to the
field of conversion studies.

Islamization and/or Conversion
The field of conversion studies has seen great developments both in terms of
methods and historiographical debates since at least the turn of the twentieth century.
At the methodological level, the developments have been twofold—disciplinary, and
in the typology of historical sources. The field is now a full-fledged interdisciplinary
area of inquiry both in the humanities and sciences, with specialists working on it
across various disciplines, including history, geography, archaeology, religious
studies, gender studies, sociology, anthropology, psychology, literary studies, and art
history. Indeed, since the 1990s, major seminal publications even by historians have
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been in the forms of edited volumes, indicating the multi-disciplinary nature of
conversion studies.56
Each discipline has made some unique methodological contributions towards
the understanding of religious conversion. The works of later-twentieth-century
sociologists, anthropologists, and psychologists, have particularly expanded the field
in terms of approaches. Their works have been based on field observations and
experiments involving a convert’s life, social and behavioral transformations, and
shifting ethno-religious identities. This approach has been a serious methodological
contribution because it provides answers to basic conversion questions like what does
it exactly mean to convert from one belief to another, as well as many other
behavioral questions pertaining to the meaning of conversion for converting and
converted communities. Although historians cannot answer these questions about the
past definitively for lack of concrete historical sources for every individual or group
undergoing conversion, psychologists have been successful in showing psychological-
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behavioral gains and losses for both converting and converted communities.57
Similarly, sociologists and anthropologists have suggested that a variety of personal,
public, and cultural factors are at play when groups change their religious affiliations
from one community to another.58
In addition to the interdisciplinary development of conversion studies, another
major methodological development has been in the types of historical sources which
historians use. The American philosopher-historian, Arthur Nock, one of the earliest
authorities in the field, used classical sources, such as historical inscriptions, extant
chronicles, and literary works to offer a wholesale narrative of religious conversion
from the early classical Greco-Roman periods to the early Middle Ages. Even though
Nock’s definition of conversion as a reorientation of the soul and body of the converts
remains a point of contention for historians of medieval Europe, his study is
considered the first general narrative in the field.59
A contemporary of Arthur Nock, Thomas Arnold, wrote a monograph titled
Preaching of Islam: A History of the Propagation of the Muslim Faith (1896). This is
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the oldest organized study of conversion in Islamic history. Arnold also used standard
Muslim sources, such as universal histories, to offer a teleological narrative of
conversion to Islam. His basic argument was that Islam has been a global missionary
religion, and people converted to it as Arab/Muslim armies advanced into large areas
in Eurasia and North Africa in the medieval and early modern eras.60 Revisionist
social and cultural historians of Islam and other religious traditions, such as the
aforementioned Richard Bulliet, Richard Eaton, Devin DeWeese, and others, moved
methodologically away from relying just on standard sources in their works.
This methodological change in the typology of sources has been true of other
revisionist historians working in other traditions. For example, the scholar of
Buddhism Jonathan Walter (1992) read both old and modern print sources, such as
the accounts of European missionaries, to question the very conception of conversion
as a category of analysis in Buddhist history. Walter argued that the individual and
institutional works of European missionaries and theological communities from the
nineteenth and early twentieth century provided the epistemological and evidentiary
backbone of the field.61 Scholars such as Hermann Kulke, Kunal Chakrabarti, and
M.N. Srinivas have also contributed to debates about processes of religious change,
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especially in Hinduism, in medieval and early modern South Asia. They have
emphasized the role of political cultures, agrarian settlements, urbanism, and local
and regional interactions and integrations as driving forces for the expansion of
religious traditions in India.62
In addition to historians and anthropologists, archaeologists and art historians
have further intervened in the field of religious conversion studies by discovering new
non-textual materials and objects, with which they have offered new interpretations of
religious change. They now have argued that the nature of the material evidence is
both multi-religious and multi-purpose across time and space, which suggests
continuities and heterogeneities in the development of religious traditions, including
in processes of conversion.63
All these methodological developments have led to fruitful debates in the
historiographies of many religious traditions and societies. Historians now have
highlighted different types of conversion across time and space, different
communities and environments of religious conversion, different modes of
conversion, and different processes of conversion. For example, Islamization and
conversion to Islam in South Asia has a rich historiography. For a long time,
conversion was imagined in a binary way, dividing two different ethnic and religious
communities, leading to a narrative of Muslims converting Hindus to Islam. However,
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in the aftermath of the Second World War, and most specifically during the last
quarter of the twentieth-century, several revisionist social and cultural historians of
South Asia, who were not satisfied with this colonial legacy and categorization of vast
and complex religious interactions in medieval and modern South Asia, reexamined
the paradigm of conversion to Islam in the Subcontinent. The intention was to
question and refute the communalist vision of South Asian religious history. In this
process, several social, cultural, and political historians of South Asian Islam, such as
Richard Eaton, Carl Ernst, Raziuddin Aquil, and several others, directly investigated
the question of conversion.
Eaton argues that the main problem with understanding conversion to Islam in
South Asia is because of three monolithic assumptions: that Islamic traditions
developed in Hindustan either through Muslim military campaigns, patronage
relations, or due to a desire for emancipation. The first assumption is ahistorical
because it fails to differentiate between conversion to Islam as a socio-cultural
enactment on the side of individuals and the expansion of Turkic-Muslim political
power in medieval India. This is a narrative invented initially by Indo-Muslim
chroniclers working at the various courts of Muslim warlords. The patronage
narrative cannot be true because ruling Muslim sultans and elites only favored
patronage relations to Hindu elites, and not to the masses. Finally, the emancipatory
theory, the idea that Muslims liberated poor lower-caste Hindu classes in South Asia
by converting them to Islam is an invention of colonial ethnographies and full of
historical flaws for several reasons: first, the caste orders of Indian society have
always been dynamic and changing within themselves, which suggests no particular
correlation between caste affiliations and conversion to Islam; second, many of South
Asia’s regions in which Islam expanded and became a major cultural practice, such as
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in the regions of Baluchistan and the Peshawar valley, were not necessarily organized
around strong Brahmanical orders—they were more seminomadic and semiagricultural pastoralists.64
Arguing against these narratives, Eaton strongly suggested that the
“expansion” of India’s Islamic traditions in general and the conversion to Islam in
particular during the medieval and early modern eras was slow and gradual; secondly,
mystical and agrarian acculturation processes were key to this.65 Through a textual
analysis and creative interpretations of various Sufi malfuzat discourses and
hagiographies, he shows how Muslim communities such as the Sufis acted as cultural,
political, and agrarian agents between local populations and Muslim state elites.66
Richard Eaton’s contributions remain seminal for his historiographical
interventions. However, other revisionist historians also contributed to the debates.
Carl Ernst’s specific study of the mystical and political history of the fourteenthcentury city of Khuldabad in the present-day state of Maharashtra is one example. In
this religious and political history of a Sufi urban center, Ernst argued that Sufism was
a mystical intensification of Islamic religious consciousness, and Sufis in medieval
South Asia were urban spiritual and religious elites with no agenda to convert anyone.
Thus, there is no concrete evidence to prove that they were “mystical warriors,” as
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Richard Eaton suggests.67 Raziuddin Aquil disputes this in his famous essay titled
“Conversion in Chishti Sufi Literature.” By reading and analyzing Sufi literary texts
such as the discourses of the medieval Sufi Shaikh Nizamuddin Awliya’s Fawaid alFuad, he disagrees with Eaton and Ernst for their secular-social and cultural
approaches to represent Sufis as warrior mystics and sanctified saints. He argues that
it was misleading to read Sufi literature based on whether their contents were
historical facts or not. Rather, the importance of the Sufi literature lies in the fact that
“it existed in the middle of the fourteenth century and was also in wide circulation
among the Persian-knowing north Indian elites.” By examining various Chishti Sufi
literatures, such as tazkira biographies from the period between 1200 and 1400, he
argued that Sufis residing in the various regions of the Delhi Sultanate actively
preached conversion of non-Muslim individuals and communities to Islam.68
Like the South Asian field of conversion studies, the field of Islamization in
Iranian and Central Asian studies has also changed in considerable ways. The most
original works on conversion of Iran to Islam have been by Richard Bulliet, among
others. His Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period (1979) remains a classic in
which he further developed his theoretical discussions on the Islamization of Iran
introduced in The Patricians of Nishapur (1972). The key assumption for him was
that the conversion and development of what could be called “Islamic society” went
hand and hand. According to Bulliet, the Iran was not an Islamic land early in its
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conquest because the initial ruling classes had to have small numbers of Arab armies
stationed in its various old and newly-established urban centers. Non-Muslim Iranian
populations remained a majority well until the end of the eighth century. Iran began to
become an Islamic society only by the end of the tenth century when its conversion
process was completed.69
Relying on biographical dictionaries of several religious and elite urban families
from medieval Iranian cities, Bulliet identified, through a comparison of names in the
various genealogies of Iranians, which of them converted to Islam starting from the
late seventh to the early eleventh century. Although Bulliet’s contribution has
remained a standard frame of reference and was a critical intervention in how
historians understood the nature of Islamization and conversion to Islam in the
medieval Islamicate worlds, it is important to note that he fundamentally does not
have any records of, and his theory is inapplicable to, many rural regions of Iran such
as Ghur. In addition to Iran, there are ongoing debates among Ottomanists about what
happened to the Christian and other religious ethnic communities of the Byzantine
Empire and the Turkic nomadic settlers themselves when the Saljuqs and Ottomans
conquered vast regions like Anatolia and the Balkans in the medieval and early
modern eras. In the studies of the Islamization and conversion of non-Muslim
populations of these regions, the old argument has been around the Ghazi thesis,
known also in Ottoman historiography as “Wittek’s Thesis after the Austrian
orientalist Paul Wittek.
Within an empiricist framework, Wittek, in several lectures in the 1930s, linked
the islamization and conversion of the Christian populations of the Byzantine Empire
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to various Turkic Saljuqs and Ottoman military warriors dubbed as ghazis or holy
warriors. Wittek argued that the growth of Islam, by which he meant the islamization
of Anatolia and the Balkan regions, was effectively because of the Anatolian Muslims
who had no purpose other than waging holy wars against the local Christian
populations. Although the Wittek thesis has remained influential in the historiography
of the medieval Ottoman state, several scholars have since refuted it. They argued that
the Ottoman armies were not monolithic groups of warriors and tribes—there were,
for example, large numbers of Christian soldiers among the Ottoman armies. The
Ottomans themselves were anyway never also of a uniform ethnicity or tribe, and
even if holy war was waged, it was not waged to convert people to Islam, but rather to
collect booty and resources, like slaves. These works of revisionist social, cultural,
and political history have been fruitful for critical knowledge of the various
trajectories of Islamization in medieval Eurasia.70

New Islamicate History
With the slow opening up of archives in the former Soviet Union and China,
and the discovery of hitherto unknown historical materials, the field of Persianate
Islamic history has changed in considerable ways. Again, from the 1970s onwards,
scholars of medieval and early modern Persianate societies, such as Roy Mottahedeh,
Robert McChesney, and Charles Melville among others, now advanced further the
earlier post-war bodies of scholarship on Islamic history. These scholars, unlike
earlier giants in the field like Marshall Hodgson, moved away from broad
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civilizational Islamic histories to focus on specific historical questions, themes,
patterns, as well as the individual and collective lives of medieval political, literary,
and mystical communities, as well as relations between historical and literary Persian
sources.71 For example, Mottahedeh, relying both on Arabic and Persian sources,
examined anew a simple but important question: how could medieval social groups,
such as the Buyids (945–1055) in Iran, exercise political authority when Muslim
caliphs claimed global sovereignty?72 Their findings ended up challenging many
accepted narratives about medieval Islamic history, particularly of the
comprehensiveness of early Islamic conquests.
Although they suppressed the “civilizational” discourses of medieval and early
modern histories in Islamic history, comparative historians of South and Central Asia
took on these and other historical questions by arguing for connectivity,
transnationality, and globality in the social changes in Eurasia. The migration of
people, movement and exchange of goods, capital, texts and ideas constituted the
subject of their studies. The works of scholars such as Muzaffar Alam, Sanjay
Subrahmanyam, and Nile Green among others are major examples of this trend. All
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these scholars have engaged the older and newer empirical materials in order to
understand the development of Islamic society in Central and South Asia.73
Questioning both the political authority and origins of historical narratives,
other revisionist scholars of Persianate South and Central Asia, such as Ali
Anooshahr, Indrani Chatterjee, Manan Ahmed, and Ramya Sreenivasan, have recently
further questioned the nature of historical materials. The re-readings of these and
other scholars has now had important theoretical and historiographical implications
on our understanding of social changes in this period. For example, these scholars
have re-identified and brought to attention not only the role of “forgotten”
geographies, friends, slaves, families, and women, but have also gone further to
theorize anew the nature and meanings of historical materials from South Asia by
comparing them to similar records from other regions. In doing so, they have asked
for closer attention to be paid to the genre, contents, authorship, terminologies, and
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other literary and social qualities, which have either been overlooked or mistranslated
by previous scholars.74
This dissertation, influenced directly by the above bodies of scholarship, is
also an attempt to revisit the early Islamic history of Ghur and the Ghuris during the
tenth and twelfth centuries by rereading the extant historical materials from the period
in general, and the Tabaqat-i Nasiri in particular. In my analyses of the historical
materials, I have not only reconsidered the early Islamic history of Ghur by arguing
for limits of “Islamic” historical knowledge, but have also tried to question its later
privileging in South Asian studies.

Organizing Framework
This dissertation has six core chapters including this introduction. In Chapter
2, I begin by considering the earliest Islamic macro-histories of conquest. I read these
through the specific lens of Ghur to demonstrate the ways in which these accounts are
incomplete and contradictory. The extant early Islamic materials show that Muslims
conquered the region of Ghur several times between the ninth and eleventh centuries,
when Islam increasingly became a dominant political and cultural ideology in
medieval Afghanistan. Tabari (839–923), the earliest Muslim authority, reports that
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the first conquest took place in 667. Yaqubi (d. 897), another authority, documents
Muslim campaigns in the region during the ninth century. While Tabari claims an
early Muslim victory in Ghur, Yaqubi highlights serious topographic and political
challenges that the region posed to Muslims. Significantly, other contemporary
universal Muslim authorities, particularly those who worked from a geographical
point of view such as Baladhuri (d. 892) and Kufi (late eighth century), are silent
about Ghur. Regional Muslim authorities whose works were translated into Persian
and/or written in Persian, such as Utbi, Bayhaqi, and others, pick up the conquest
narrative at the turn of the second millennium, claiming that Muslims were victorious
in their defeat of the infidel Ghuris, captured their lands, and converted them to Islam.
Early and later Muslim geographers also describe various political and topographical
features of Ghur, its people, and their relations to Muslim cities during the tenth and
eleventh centuries. However, they do not talk about its conquests by Muslims. By
analyzing how this Islamic historical evidence collectively imagines Ghur, the chapter
offers a source-critical analysis of the historiography of early Islamic conquests, as
well as studies of medieval Afghanistan. The findings indicate two patterns. One is
methodological: how must one consider Islamic authority, such as Islamic conquest,
in rural medieval Islamic worlds like Ghur when historical evidence is scattered,
scant, and at times even flawed? Another is historiographical: the findings challenge
the prevailing argument in the historiography that Ghur was an obscure place within
the emerging eastern Islamic empire. The Islamic materials, examined here, have
produced a variety of political and spatial pictures of early Islamic Ghur, including its
representation as the only “kafir/pagan” land existing in the so-called Dar al-Islam (or
House of Islam). Contradicting this legalist division of the world into the House of
Islam and the House of War, they have simultaneously included and excluded the
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region of Ghur by mapping it and linking it to its various Muslim neighboring
regions, such as Herat and Sistan, which were some of the major urban centers of the
medieval Islamic world.
After considering the earliest Islamic histories of Ghur, I turn towards the
later, Persian histories, in Chapter 3, starting with a biography of the most significant
historian of Ghur, Juzjani. Offering details of Juzjani’s life across medieval Khurasan
and Hindustan, this chapter explores the character, motivation, and the socio-cultural
traditions to which Juzjani has claimed to belong. The chapter argues several things.
In the Islamic historiography of medieval South Asia, scholars beginning from the
nineteenth century colonial scholars to nationalist historians like Khaliq Ahmad
Nizami and others, have overlooked the literary, cultural, and social lives of Juzjani.
They have presented Juzjani very superficially as one among many “immigrant”
Muslims moving to Hindustan from Khurasan right before or during the Mongol
conquest of the central Islamic lands. Furthermore, they have argued that Juzjani, like
many other Muslims, naturally prospered in their new homeland by benefiting from
the material and political patronage they received from various Muslim sultans to
whom they were attached as scribes, scholars, and mystics.
First, Juzjani has made no claim of being an immigrant in the Tabaqat-i Nasiri or
other contemporary sources, and nor has he claimed to have fully and stably
prospered there. Rather, a close reading of the evidence shows that Juzjani talks about
his uncertain times, wandering lives, and highlights the personal and political
fragilities of his patrons, who he sees as hollow and unreliable men looking for power
and prestige. Second, by telling stories of his life and those of his family, friends, and
contemporaries, Juzjani has made clear that to survive and thrive in this uncertain
environment, he had to rely on certain strategies and techniques, which he came up
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with by learning and emulating the lives and experiences of his ancestors, such as his
father, and other aspiring learned men from Khurasan. Since there are only a few
secondary works on the individual lives of Persian historians of Islam, and we know
in the historiography more about the various genres of Persian Islamic histories than
about Persian historians, this new reading of Juzjani opens conversations about how
to consider the personal, familial, and occupational lives of medieval Persian Muslim
historians when they had to navigate the courts of various Muslim warlords under
whose patronage they invented their fictional and historical biographies.
Chapter 4 considers the interventions that Persian historians like Juzjani made
in the historiography of Ghur. I begin by considering the origin myths of Ghuris
supplied by Juzjani, seeking to fit local Ghuri history into a universal Islamic history.
Juzjani describes many mythical histories of the founding of the kingdom of Ghur.
The most important is that of the evil king of Iran in the mythic past, Zahhak, who is
named by Juzjani as the founding ancestor of the Ghuri ruling houses. Modern
scholars, beginning with colonial intellectuals to South Asian Muslim and Afghan
nationalists, have presented the “Ghuris” as Muslims, Turks, Persians, Pashtuns, and
Afghans. My analysis of the sections of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri in which Juzjani
formulates the Ghuris as a distinct social group in medieval Islamic history show that
he invents them as a metaphorical myth to write a universalist history of Islam, and to
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make sure that the Ghuris as a ruling house fit into that narrative.75 In doing so, he
selectively deploys various medieval works of history and literature and local oral
accounts of Ghuri imperial elites in order to fit them within an Islamicate dynastic
narrative, a form already established in Afghanistan under the Ghaznavids. In this
sense, the argument of this chapter is that the so-called “Ghuri” identity functioned
more as a meaningful-mythical literary technique for Juzjani than a real historical
claim. The many uses various historians, both medieval and modern, have made of
mythical figures like Zahhak shows that origin myths are shaped most by the
contexts, desires and aspirations of the historians utilizing them.
Having considered origin myths of the Ghuris, Chapter Five shows what later,
local sources like the Tabaqat-i Nasiri say about the domestic lives of the early Ghuri
patriarchs during the eleventh and twelfth centuries. I argue in this chapter that the
local domestic lives of the Ghuri chiefs capture best the nature of kinship formation
and Islamic authority in rural medieval Afghanistan and Iran. The Ghuris, as rural
petty chiefs, took advantage of their personal, kinship, and political relations with the
Ghaznavids (977–1186) and the Great Saljuqs (1040–1194) to rise to positions of
power both at the local and regional levels. It argues further that parallel to the
emergence and development of the Persianate dynasties in medieval urban Iran, a
subject that has received the most attention in the historiography, considerable social

75

In my work, I follow the definition of “metaphorical myth” and the theory of

historical mythology offered by the Canadian literary theorist Northrop Frye, who has
argued for the importance of myth as a site of historical thinking. See Robert
Denham, ed., Northrop Frye, Myth and Metaphor: Selected Essays, 1974–1988
(Charlottesville and London, University of Press of Virginia, 1990), 3.

52

and political changes happened in its hinterland rural localities, such as Ghur. One of
the main features of the changes was the gradual integration and participation of the
rural political elites as vassals and allies of these urban dynasties. However, this
process had a special impact upon the kinship and political organization and relations
of the rural elites. Not only did they negotiate their roles as subordinate local chiefs,
princes, princesses, and slaves to their regional overlords, but they also expanded and
diversified them by forming newer kinship, political, and friendship alliances.
In the conclusion and sixth chapter, I reflect on the key findings of this
dissertation in relation to new developments in the historiographies of the early
modern state and society in medieval Islamic history, and in South Asia in particular.
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Chapter 2
Early Islamic Conquests of Ghur
Introduction: The “Total” Narrative of Islamic Conquest
Medieval Muslim sources often depict early Islamic conquests as absolute. For
instance, according to Tabari, the first Muslim army, led by Al-Hukum bin Omar alGhafari (d. c. 667), a companion of Muhammad, “conquered Ghur, took many
prisoners, and collected spoils,” ending its pre-Islamic past by beginning a new,
Islamic era.76 We often find statements like these in medieval Islamic histories.
Written in service of their imperial patrons, these histories promote a narrative of allconquering Muslim armies sweeping away all opposition before them. Over and over
again, across many different battles, we see the same phrases repeated, of local rulers
being defeated, prisoners captured, and spoils seized. This repetition reveals these
passages as literary tropes, used to construct the idea that the Islamic conquests were
temporally and geographically universal, complete and inevitable.
It is these mentions in early Islamic sources that have given rise to a wholeness,
or a “total” narrative in the historiography of Islamic conquests of regions like
Afghanistan, where Islam became a dominant political and cultural ideology in Late
Antiquity. This dominant epistemological proposition, perpetuated originally by these
early Islamic historical sources, have seeped into modern historical analyses. This
seepage has been aided by a tendency in the historiography to take a “macro” approach
towards understanding the early Islamic conquests, which in turn makes analyses prone
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to civilizational generalizations that suppress or ignore countertrends extant in that
period.
Even scholars like Fred Donner, who questions many previous theses in his
1981 revisionist monograph, The Early Islamic Conquests, falls prey to some
generalizations. Donner recognizes correctly that the rise and expansion of the Islamic
empire in Late Antiquity was not a spontaneous event. It was, instead, a complex
process in which Arab tribes and their chiefs came together, eventually rallying behind
Muhammad and his successors in building a new state in Arabia. According to Donner,
Muhammad emerged in the early seventh century as the founder of a unified kingdom
in Arabia that was previously ruled by factional tribal houses who lacked any state
systems and unified political and religious ideologies. It was this that led to the
development of an imperial state in Islamic Arabia which was made up of a king at the
top of the kingdom, with its laws and administrative organs defining and sustaining it,
resulting in significant consequences for world history.
However, having established the way in which the Arab state came into
existence, Donner then characterizes its expansion into other lands as inevitable, and
repeats the idea of the end of an era. In his own words, “it was this integration of the
Arabian tribes into a single new Islamic state that set the stage for the conquests …
[which] represent the practical starting point in the evolution of the great civilization of
medieval Islam, as well as the beginning of the end of the late antique world.”77
Do these narratives of the total nature of conquests in early Islamic history stand
up to scrutiny when we consider local and microhistories of conquered places? This
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chapter will show the extent to which the sources are incomplete, inconsistent or even
contradictory about some of the regions that reportedly fell to the Muslim armies. The
“total” civilizational narrative becomes even more difficult to support when the sources
instead speak of a continued lack of Muslims, as well as the absence of an Islamic state
and Islamic law in regions that Muslims are supposed to have conquered during the
expansion of the Islamic empire. Ghur is an example of one such region.

Histories of Ghur
While several scholars have written about the early Muslim conquests of Ghur
during the first centuries of Islamic expansion in Afghanistan, the mentions have
often been brief or incomplete. Muhammad Abdul Ghafur (1960) was one of the first
scholars to talk briefly about some of the early Islamic sources regarding Ghur in his
unpublished dissertation. His discussion, however, only has a few passing references
to the early Islamic conquests of Ghur.78 Clifford Bosworth, in turn, has summarized
the early Islamic history of Ghur as meagre.79 Since he was a proponent of, and an
undisputed authority on, the history of the Ghaznavids, understood in the
historiography as Muslim suzerains over the Ghuris, he disregarded the pre-
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Ghaznavid Islamic conquest of Ghur.80 In fact, Bosworth privileged dynastic histories
written by Ghaznavid historians over local histories of Ghur, dismissing Juzjani’s
narrative in the Tabaqat-i Nasiri as ahistorical. The archaeologist David Thomas has
also discussed a few of the early Islamic and later medieval Muslim sources regarding
Ghur in a recent monograph on Ghur.81
Another strand includes several nationalist Afghan historians from the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, such as Abdul Hay Habibi, Atiqullah Pazhwak,
Aziz Ahmad Panjshiri, and others, who have referenced some of the early Islamic
sources regarding the region of Ghur. However, they presented these sources as
containing historical truths, and repurposed them for their nationalistic project of
historical reconstruction.82
Instead of the approaches listed above, this chapter utilizes a micro-approach
to uncover what we know about the early Islamic conquests of Ghur. Considerations
of time and space, the only neutral instruments of historical analyses, help here to
understand when, where, and how early Islamic conquests took place in each region.
Reading the “conquest” literature for details about Ghur reveals just how inconsistent,
incomplete and even contradictory these sources can be. The hegemonic position of
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the conquest narrative as history, which appears as a trope in the various historical
materials produced by medieval Muslims, falls short when it is read at the local level.
For instance, reading the texts in their own discursive pre-modern contexts
reveals the slippages at the level of language, with many terms used to describe
“conquest” across time and space. Each of these terms has subtle differences in
meaning. The early Islamic historical sources narrate a political or military event that
has taken place between Muslims and non-Muslims as a confrontation or harb,
maraka, or ghazwa. These terms, and a host of other conceptions, denote war, battle,
and struggle in Arabic. The same event, or a similar event elsewhere, may be
presented as a conquest or fath (pl. futuh) in the same or a different source. Further,
some of these events are branded just as events, or waqia. Which word is used
depends upon the aims of their authors, as well as the tropes they deploy, with the
same event being characterized variously as confrontation, event or conquest.
Therefore, the narratives of Muslim conquests as they appear in different Islamic
texts, such as in universal histories, geographies, and literary works, cannot be read as
standalone historical truths. Accurately interpreting them requires reading them in
their discursive pre-modern contexts.83
How Ghur Appears in Conquest Literature
In this section, we will apply this mode of interpretation to consider how Ghur
is represented in the conquest literature. A handful of extant early Islamic sources
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contain narratives of conquests during Muhammad’s life and in the aftermath of his
death in 633. The earliest extant source is Kitab Futuh al-Buldan (Book of the
Conquests of the Regions), written by Baladhuri (d. 892) in Arabic in Baghdad under
the patronage of the Abbasid caliphate. Tarikh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk (History of the
Prophets and Kings) is another important source, also written in Arabic in Baghdad
by Tabari (d. 922–3). Baladhuri and Tabari wrote their histories more than two
centuries after the actual events had taken place. Nevertheless, the early Islamic
conquests Iran, Afghanistan, and other major and minor regions are documented in
these two universal histories, as well as in several other less popular works.84 Let us
examine what these early sources have to say about Ghur.
Silences of Baladhuri and Ibn Khurdadhbih
Of the two most significant historical sources of the conquest narrative,
Baladhuri’s text does not mention Ghur at all. The lack of discussion by Baladhuri is
interesting in part because he has been known in the Islamic historiography for his
spatial approach towards writing the history of early Islamic conquests. He, unlike
Tabari, who preferred annalistic accounts, and therefore time over space, documents
worldwide Muslim conquests by region, province, and town. For example, Baladhuri
discusses the conquest of almost every major province, city, and town, as well as their
local administrators and rulers, near the region of Ghur. This list includes Herat,
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Badghis, Pushang, Tukharistan, Sistan, Kabul, and their minor and major districts. In
spite of this level of spatial detail, he is silent on Ghur itself.
Baladhuri claimed that the Muslims were victors in these other regions, both in
the battles they waged and in the peace and capitulation treaties they negotiated with
their defeated non-Muslim rulers, whom they subsequently also extorted. For instance,
the local ruler of Herat, whose name Baladhuri has not provided, concluded a peace
treaty with the Muslims after the local ruler’s revolts were crushed by an army under
the command of Abdullah ibn Amir (d. c. 678). The ruler, who Baladhuri identifies as
a local ruler (marzban) from Herat, had to pay a tribute of thirty thousand dirhams for
each of the three regions under his jurisdiction – Herat, Badghis, and Pushang. Ghur is
conspicuously absent in this account of the conquest of Herat. Although it is impossible
to know why Baladhuri did not mention Ghur here, we do know that he also does not
talk about it in his accounts of the Muslim conquests of Sistan and Kabul, which have
also been historically linked to Ghur.85
Medieval histories using the spatial approach seem to elide mention of Ghur.
Like Baladhuri, Ibn Khurdadhbih (d. 911), the writer of the earliest extant Muslim
administrative geography, has reported tax dues (kharaj) from every major and minor
region around Ghur payable to the Muslim governors of Khurasan early in the ninth
century. Once again, Ghur is conspicuous by its absence in the account, which relied
on Abbasid state documents, including taxation reports from the caliphal provincial and
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district regions. For example, Ibn Khurdadhbih has reported that Herat paid a total of
1,159,000 dirhams over two years. The region of Sistan apparently paid 6,773,000
dirhams. Other minor and major districts around Ghur, such as Badghis, Pushang,
Tukharistan, and Zamin Dawar, also remitted their taxes in small or great amounts.
However, no mention has been made of any kharaj collected from Ghur. In addition to
reports of taxes from these regions, Ibn Khurdadhbih has also noted the names of
Muslim and non-Muslim local rulers of these and other regions of Khurasan, including
the rulers of Herat, Gharjistan, Juzjan, Bamiyan, Kabul, Zabulistan, and Sistan. Again,
he has omitted any names or titles for Ghur’s local rulers. While details of kharaj paid
and the rulers of Ghur are missing, Ghur itself is mentioned, albeit just once. This single
mention of Ghur is a contextual one, in which Ibn Khurdadhbih notes the distance
between Merv, the first capital of the eastern Islamic empire under the Umayyads and
Abbasids, and the historical region of Tukharistan, northeast of the region of Ghur.86

Tabari’s and Yaqubi’s Ghur
While the absence of mentions of Ghur in these key texts casts suspicion on
whether Ghur was conquered at all during this period, two of Baladhuri and Ibn
Khurdadhbih contemporaries, Tabari and Yaqubi (d. c. 891) whose writings have
survived, have directly reported early Muslim raids in Ghur and its neighboring
districts. A closer analysis of this narrative is warranted, as well as an understanding of
the very salient differences between the narratives of Tabari and Yaqubi.
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Tabari, whose approach was annalistic, documenting early Islamic conquests
year by year, offers the earliest remarks on Ghur as part of his account of worldwide
Muslim conquests in the year 667. According to Tabari, an early Muslim army, led by
Al-Hukum bin Omar al-Ghafari (d. c. 667), a companion of Muhammad, “conquered
Ghur, took many prisoners, and collected spoils” from there. This language, however,
as mentioned before, is a typical trope that is often repeated in Tabari’s account and is
a key feature of early Islamic historiography on conquests.87
This trope of Muslim victory and domination of regions falling to Muslim
armies is particularly interesting to note in the light of Tabari’s assertion of the conquest
of Ghur. Despite claiming Ghur was conquered in the forty-seventh year of the Islamic
calendar, Tabari never mentions Ghur again in his accounts of Muslim campaigns in
Afghanistan. Unlike Tabari’s generic discussion of the first Muslim raid in Ghur and
its easy conquest by Muslims, Yaqubi, who was his contemporary, has painted a more
realistic picture of the region during the period when Muslims were slowly establishing
themselves as a political and military force to be reckoned with.
Yaqubi has indicated the political and topographic challenges that the Abbasid
governors of Khurasan, such as Al-Fadl b. Yahya al-Barmaki (d. 808), faced when they
attempted to incorporate many major and minor regions of Afghanistan, including
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Ghur, into their eastern Islamic empire.88 On the political front, Yaqubi has emphasized
that Ghur’s local rulers in Khurasan were notorious for refusing to submit to Muslim
governors—“ﻣﺸﮑﻞ اﺳﺖ ﻓﺮﻣﺎن ﺑﺒﺮد: it is difficult to make them submissive.”89 According
to Yaqubi, more challenging than the rebellious nature of Ghur’s local rulers against
Muslim governors of Khurasan were its natural geographical obstacles. He documented
that although there were several routes—including one through Sistan, southwest of
Ghur—into the heartlands of Ghur, there were multiple mountain passes, fortifications,
and high mountains along the roads, which collectively posed a challenge to Muslim
expansion into Ghur.90
As we can see, all that these disparate conquest narratives by Tabari, Yaqubi,
and other early Muslim universalist historians can reveal to us are conflicting accounts
concerning the early Islamic conquests of Ghur. These inconsistent reports may be the
result of the sources themselves being produced more than a century after the actual
events.
In mentioning these inconsistencies in early Islamic historical materials, I do
not want to claim that Muslims had no influence or presence in Ghur during this period.
It is just the total and rapid conquest and Islamization of the land that is hard to accept.
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In these next sections, let us see what these early sources say about the progression of
conquest across the territories around Ghur.

Effective Islamic Conquests in the North
When the first Muslim conquering armies arrived in medieval Afghanistan
during the second quarter of the seventh century, the region of Ghur was just one among
several political and cultural geographies. The southwestern regions, including the great
region of upper Sistan with its vibrant urban center of Zarang, fell to the Muslim armies
in 651–2, two decades after Muhammad passed away in Medina. The great regions of
the north, such as Tukharistan with its many major urban centers like Taleqan, Balkh,
Bamiyan, and other cities south of the Amu River in which Buddhism, Zoroastrianism,
and a variety of Central Asian animistic traditions were prominent, came under Muslim
political domination by the middle of the eighth century. Native ruling groups, such as
the Shirs of Gharjistan, Faraighuns of Juzjan, Barmakis of Balkh, Shirs of Bamiyan,
and other major and minor ruling houses participated actively in the expansion of, and
acculturation to, Islam’s political, administrative, and cultural influences in these
regions of northern Afghanistan and beyond, even in the caliphal worlds, during the
first centuries of Islamic conquests. For example, after converting to Islam, the
Barmakis, initially serving as the Buddhist patriarchs of Balkh, rose to the highest
offices of power in the new Islamic empire, in their capacity as viziers of caliphs by the
middle of the eighth century, when the Abbasids (750–1258 CE) emerged victorious in
their quest for political and cultural leadership of the Islamic worlds against the
Umayyads (660–750 CE). One of the Shirs of Bamiyan—after conversion to Islam
through marriage—went on to become the governor of Yemen. Even though these north
and northwestern regions of Afghanistan centered around Balkh, which Arab writers
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called Um al-Bilad (“Mother of Cities”), became great political, military, and cultural
centers of the eastern Islamic empire, Muslims were not dominant or completely
successful in other regions of medieval Afghanistan.91

Unsuccessful Conquests in the Southeast
Umayyad and later Abbasid Muslim armies continued their raids for several
more centuries into the southeastern regions of Afghanistan, centered around the great
Buddhist–Hindu valleys of Zabulistan and Kabul, southeast of Ghur. These armies were
not successful in subjugating or influencing these regions, neither politically nor
culturally, until at least the last quarter of the tenth century. As a matter of fact, these
southeastern regions of Afghanistan, especially the Buddhist valleys of Kabul, became
flourishing centers of various Buddhist religious traditions, arts, and politics concurrent
with the Islamic expansion into the northern and southwestern regions of Afghanistan.
Newer local polities, such as the Buddhist–Hindu Shahis of Kabul, emerged and
flourished.92 Newer and older Buddhist monasteries, monuments, and towns, such as
Fondiqstan in Ghorband, Shotorak, Qal-e Nader, and Toap Dara in Bagram and Kapisa,
Khair Khana, Tepe-e Naranj, and other sites in Kabul, and several sites in Ghazni and
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Nangarhar, were founded and expanded as the Islamic empire was expanding north of
the country.93
The extant Muslim primary authorities, such as Baladhuri, Tabari, and Yaqubi
from the ninth and tenth centuries, repeatedly mention the myriad tributes, spoils of
war, and slaves collected and captured by Muslim governors and their armies from
rulers of these Buddhist–Hindu confederacies and their Turkic–Hephthalite allies in the
Hindukush valleys. However, they are also not shy about emphasizing constant Muslim
military failures, deep internal political crises, lack of knowledge, and other political
and geographical challenges, such as frequent rebellions both by local non-Muslim and
Muslim populations. For example, Baladhuri, who we discussed earlier regarding Ghur,
narrates the disastrous military failure and political crisis resulting in the death of
Ubaidullah bin Abu Bakr (d. 698) and his army at the hands of local rulers of the region.
Baladhuri questions the judgement of the famous Umayyad supreme governor al-Hajjaj
(d. 714) in sending Ubaidullah from Baghdad to the regions of Sistan, Zabulistan, and
Kabul. Baladhuri feels for Ubaidullah who was defeated, humiliated, and extorted by
the powerful local ruler, Zabul Shah, who stripped Ubaidullah of his three sons,
capturing them as hostages. In Baladhuri’s words:
ﺳﭙﺲ زﻣﺎﻧﯽ ﮐﮫ ﺣﺠﺎج ﺑﻦ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ واﻟﯽ ﻋﺮاق ﺷﺪ ﻋﺒﯿﺪ ﷲ ﺑﻦ اﺑﯽ ﺑﮑﺮه را ﺑﮫ ﺳﺠﺴﺘﺎن ﻓﺮﺳﺘﺎد و او در
اﻧﺠﺎ ﺳﺮﮔﺮدان و ﻧﺎﺗﻮان ﺷﺪ
Then, when Hajjaj ibn Yusuf became governor of Iraq, he sent Ubaidullah ibn
Bakra to Sijistan, where he became helpless and weak.94
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Moreover, if we rule out for a moment the quantitative and qualitative
discrepancies in the numbers, names, and dates of the forty-one Muslim governors of
the regions of Sistan-Zabulistan appointed during the first century of Islamic conquests
(652–772) in Afghanistan, at least fourteen of them were sacked from their positions of
power by Muslim caliphs. According to Yaqubi, the reasons for the removal of Muslim
governors included personal and collective rebellions against the caliphs, forming
alliances with local non-Muslim rulers against their Muslim overlords, or their frequent
defeats at the hands of local non-Muslim rulers. Of these forty-one governors reported
by Yaqubi, at least six, including Ubaidullah, were killed violently by both non-Muslim
and Muslim populations in the regions of Sistan, Zabulistan, and Kabul.95
These reports and descriptions have to do with urban centers surrounding Ghur,
but are meagre when speaking of the hinterland of Ghur itself. Several Muslim cities
surrounding Ghur, such as Balkh, Merv, Herat, and Ghazni, were important Islamic
urban centers during the tenth and eleventh centuries. These cities, once part of the preIslamic Perso-Indic-Turkic worlds of Late Antiquity, were home now to local Persian,
Turkic, Arab, and other ethnic and religious populations. They were also home to
regional Muslim dynastic houses, military and political elites, social and cultural
patricians, religious and mercantile classes, and mystical and wandering groups.
Richard Bulliet, who has used biographical dictionaries and other regional and local
Muslim materials, has shown how elite urban Muslims, such as the patricians of
Nishapur, controlled social and intellectual resources, and played a direct role in the
development of an Islamic society in eastern Iran during the ninth and twelfth centuries.
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Clifford Bosworth, Jürgen Paul and Deborah Tor, among others, have also argued for
the contribution of local and regional military and political statesmen, such as sultans,
warlords, local chiefs, and their secretarial classes, in affirming and building an Islamic
society in these urban centers. Moreover, many more scholars, such as Patricia Crone,
Wilferd Madelung, Deven DeWeese, and others, have shown that popular sects, such
as heretics, nativist rebels, and early mystical individuals and groups, also contributed
to the development of these medieval urban centers in the eastern Islamic worlds.96
Regional and local histories, biographical dictionaries, literary works, and
dynastic histories have all allowed these scholars to offer us this picture of the nature
of Islamic society in these great Islamic cities in which urban elites, warlords, and
sultans were the most powerful, and controlled social, cultural, and political resources.
However, there remains still a blurred picture of their hinterlands, and what Islamic
society looked like in them during these periods of what is understood to be the high
Islamization in eastern Iran. For example, we do not have a clear picture of the political,
social, and geographical position of a hinterland the size of Ghur. Who was who in
these hinterlands? Did its people see themselves as Muslim? How did early Muslims
understand them?
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Geographies as Sources Filling the Lacunae about Ghur
Apart from the universal conquest histories which Baladhuri, Tabari, Yaqubi,
and others have written, the tenth century caliphal and regional Muslim geographers
produced their own specialized narratives of Ghur. They presented Ghur as a distinct
political and cultural non-Muslim geography located within the Islamic empire.
Zayde Antrim has recently proposed that one should start from these medieval
Muslim geographies in order to uncover the cultural and social makeup of medieval
Islamic places, especially of individual cities, towns and hinterlands, and their
relationships to each other, particularly for territories for which there are no available
local histories. According to Antrim, the first medieval Muslim geographical texts,
which were produced between the ninth and twelfth centuries, highlighted serious
political and cultural connections, rather than disconnections, between different regions
of the medieval Islamic worlds. When we read these texts from this perspective, it
becomes clear that the state-backed Muslim travelers and geographers have explored
and documented the various corners of the known worlds, such as their different routes
and realms, cities and regions, and other sacred and historical places. In the process,
they have commented on the historical and cultural significance of different places,
asserted their epistemic authorities, and created various senses of belonging.97

“A Pagan Land in the Heart of Islam”
As we saw earlier, the early Islamic sources from the ninth century lack
extensive and consistent information about Ghur and its integration into the medieval
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worlds of Islam. However, the Muslim geographical sources from the tenth and
eleventh centuries describe it as a region within the eastern Islamic empire,
emphasizing the linguistic, cultural, economic, and environmental connections between
Ghur and its Muslim neighbors. Istakhri, the author of the earliest extant Islamic
descriptive geography (c. 951–2), offers both a textual and cartographic description of
Ghur. Scholars have pointed to the fact that not everything is verifiable in Istakhri’s
Masalik wa Mamalik. This is especially true of his account regarding Ghur due to the
absence of other contemporary evidence. However, they agree that Istakhri’s twentyone maps constitute some of the earliest extant Islamic maps of the medieval world.
Istakhri has embedded Ghur, in so many interesting ways, in his tenth century visual
and textual delineation of the worlds of Islam and non-Islam. These have not been
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explored in any systematic manner by previous scholars of medieval Ghur (see below
Maps 2 and 3).98

Map 2., The Region of Ghur (oriented as a star in the center) within the Map of
Sistan99
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Map 3., The Region of Ghur (oriented as a star in the middle) within the Map of
Khurasan.100
Istakhri provides several descriptions of Ghur which are both geographical
and political. At a geographical level, he has demarcated it territorially both inside
and outside the lands of Islam. He maps it as a non-Muslim place because Muslims
did not have political jurisdiction over it during the tenth century when he finished
writing his book. However, he indicated that this delineation was also misleading
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because Ghur indeed was “within the worlds of Islam, surrounded by Muslims” on all
sides. As a matter of fact, Istakhri was the first Muslim writer who visually and
textually described Ghur’s deeper connections to the major urban regions of the
eastern Islamic empire.
He maps Ghur alongside the Helmand, Farah, Hari Rud, and Murghab rivers,
which have historically catalyzed the growth of important urban centers in the eastern
Islamic empire, namely Bust and Zarang in Sistan, and Herat and Merv in Khurasan.
This water connection between Ghur and these urban centers is also important
because Istakhri’s first mention of the region of Ghur is in his descriptions of the
rivers of Sistan, which lay geographically to the southwest of Ghur. According to
Istakhri, the largest river in Sistan was Helmand with its source in Ghur:

از ﻏﻮر ﺑﺮون آﯾﺪ ﺗﺎ ﺑﮫ ﺷﮭﺮ ﺑﺴﺖ رﺳﺪ و از اﻧﺠﺎ ﺑﮫ ﺳﯿﺴﺘﺎن رود
It originates from Ghur running to the city of Bust, and from there it flows to
Sistan.”101
This link between Ghur and Sistan is quite visible in his maps depicting Ghur
within the provincial maps of Sistan and Khurasan, territories that were controlled by
Muslims at different times during this period either together or separately. The river
in Map 2, which Istakhri draws from Ghur to Zaranj, indicated by the long blue line,
is the Helmand River, the second-largest river after the Amu River in Afghanistan. At
the political level, Istakhri claims that the locality of Dawar, one of the main
agricultural districts in the region of Sistan controlled by Muslims in the tenth
century, and later a principle area under the Ghaznavid and Ghuri dynasties during the
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eleventh and twelfth centuries, was the main Muslim thughar (“town”) adjacent to the
region of Ghur.102
Istakhri’s identification of Dawar as the main Muslim town close to pagan
Ghur might confirm Yaqubi’s earlier claim that one of the key routes Muslims used to
penetrate the heartlands of Ghur during their initial conquests was through Sistan.
However, we also know from later medieval sources, including from Juzjani’s
account, that not only was the region of Dawar the first area outside Ghur itself where
Ghuris expanded their power in the twelfth century, but also that it served as a sort of
winter capital. Moreover, we know that the eastern areas of Sistan, such as Zabulistan,
Ghazni, and Kabul, were contested both by Muslim and non-Muslim parties
throughout the tenth century until the Ghaznavids subjugated the regions during the
last decade of the century. As a matter of fact, at one point, Istakhri lists at least
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fourteen Muslim borderland towns (ribat) in these regions, with several of them being
mapped around Ghur.103
Therefore, it is highly possible that the region of Dawar indeed was one of the
key routes for early Muslim penetration into Ghur. Various regions of Sistan were
connected geographically and historically to Ghur, especially when Ghur became a
prominent center of Muslim power. For example, Juzjani highlights throughout his
book that Ghuri sultans enlisted many soldiers from Sistan in their imperial armies.
Nevertheless, Istakhri still underlines the complex political and topographical
geography of Ghur vis-a-vis its Muslim neighbors in the tenth century.
He says that:

ﻏﻮر ﻧﺎﺣﯿﺘﯽ ﺑﺴﯿﺎر اﺳﺖ و در ﺟﻤﻠﮫ ﻣﺴﻠﻤﺎﻧﯽ ﯾﺎد ﮐﺮدﯾﻢ ﺑﮫ ﺣﮑﻢ ان ﮐﯽ در ﻏﻮر ﻣﺴﻠﻤﺎﻧﺎن
 و رود ھﺎ و ﭼﺸﻤﮫ ھﺎ و ﺑﺎﻏﮭﺎ و ﺑﻮﺳﺘﺎﻧﮭﺎ. و ﮐﻮھﺴﺘﺎﻧﯽ آﺑﺎدان اﺳﺖ و اﺳﺘﻮار.ﺑﺴﯿﺎر ﺑﺎﺷﻨﺪ
 و ﺣﺪود ﻏﻮر از ھﺮی در ﮔﯿﺮد ﺗﺎ ﻓﺮه و ﺗﺎ زﻣﯿﻦ داور و ﺗﺎ رﺑﺎط ﮐﺮوان از.ﺑﺴﯿﺎر دارد
اﻋﻤﺎل ﻓﺮﯾﻐﻮن و ﺗﺎ ﺣﺪود ﻏﺮﺟﺴﺘﺎن و ھﻢ ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﺗﺎ ﺑﮫ ھﺮی ﺑﺎز ﮔﺮدد.
Ghur is a large area, and we include it within our description of
Muslim lands for there are a lot of Muslims in Ghur. It is a populated
mountainous land and strong. It has numerous rivers, springs, orchards
and gardens. The boundaries of Ghur start from Herat to Farah and
from Zamin Dawar to Ribat-i Karwan, which is under the control of
Faraighun until the borders of Ghurjistan, and back to Herat.104
Since we know that Istakhri was never in Ghur itself, his visual and textual
descriptions of Ghur were produced as part of his description of the regional
topographies and boundaries of various Muslim lands, especially of the Khurasan and
Sistan provinces, which were two of the major provinces in the eastern Islamic
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empire. However, Istakhri has emphasized that the non-Muslim identity of Ghur did
not exclude it from their cultural and political landscape. Rather, he has asserted that
Ghur shared social, cultural, and linguistic traditions with the other regions of
Khurasan:

 و ﺑﮫ ان ﺳﺒﺐ در. و ﻣﺮاﻋﯽ و ﺳﺘﻮر و آﺑﮭﺎی روان ﺑﺴﯿﺎر دارﻧﺪ.زﺑﺎن ﻏﻮر ﭼﻮن زﺑﺎن ﺧﺮاﺳﺎن اﺳﺖ
 و ﺑﯿﺸﺘﺮ ﺑﺮده ﻏﻮر ﺑﮫ.ﺟﻤﻠﮫ ﺧﺮاﺳﺎن ﯾﺎد ﮐﺮدﯾﻢ ﮐﮫ ﺳﺮﺣﺪ ﻏﻮر ﺗﺎ ﺧﺮاﺳﺎن اﺳﺖ و ﯾﮏ ﺣﺪ ﺑﺎ ﻧﻮاﺣﯽ ﺳﯿﺴﺘﺎن
.ھﺮی و ﺳﯿﺴﺘﺎن اﻓﺘﺪ
The language of Ghur is like the language of Khurasan. It has also got a lot of
pastures, and flowing waters. We have mentioned it as a part of Khurasan because
Ghur borders Khurasan and another border is with Sistan. Most of the slaves from
Ghur are sent to Herat and Sistan.
Moreover, Istakhri mentions elsewhere in his account that Ghur’s mountains,
“are full of silver and gold from start to finish.’”105

Ghur of Ibn Hawqal: Reproducing Istakhri
Closely reading Istakhri’s geography, one realizes that his knowledge of Ghur
lacked completeness and consistency, though he was the first Muslim writer prior to
the eleventh century to discuss Ghur in a more organized manner than Tabari, Yaqubi,
and other universalist historians. Therefore, it is methodologically challenging—
without other contemporaneous data—to assess Istakhri’s multiple historicalgeographical observations and claims about the political, linguistic, cultural, and
environmental makeup of Ghur in the tenth century, when it was increasingly feeling
the pressure of Islamic expansion. As it turns out, Istakhri’s descriptions trickled into
the works of many later Muslim geographers from the late tenth and eleventh
centuries. For example, Ibn Hawqal, one of the key Muslim geographers from the
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tenth century whose work has survived, duplicated Istakhri’s information about the
region of Ghur in his famous Surat al-Arz/Ard (Map of the Earth/Configuration of the
Earth) known also as Kitab al-Masalik wa al-Mamalik (Book of the Routes and The
Regions). He seems to have directly copied most of Istakhri’s descriptions of the
region of Ghur. The only instance in which Ibn Hawqal's assessment of Ghur diverges
from Istakhri’s is in his general characterization of the religious identity of what he
considers the Muslim inhabitants of Ghur. While Istakhri documents that there were
“some Muslims” resident in Ghur by the middle of the tenth century, Ibn Hawqal
(who finished his account about two decades later) claimed that Ghuris were just
“pretending” to be Muslims:
ّ وأ ّﻣﺎ اﻟﻐﻮر ﻓﺈﻧّﮭﺎ دار ﮐﻔﺮ و إﻧّﻤﺎ ﺗﺬﮐﺮ ﻓﯽ اﻹﺳﻼم
— ﻹن ﺑﮭﺎ ﻣﺴﻠﻤﯿﻦ و ھﯽ ﺟﺒﺎل ﻋﺎﻣﺮة
ذات ﻋﯿﻮن و ﺑﺴﺎﺗﯿﻦ و أﻧﮭﺎر و ھﯽ ﺣﺼﯿﻨﮥ ﻣﻨﯿﻌﮥ و ﻓﯽ أواﺋﻠﮭﻢ ﻣ ّﻤﺎ ﯾﻠﯽ اﻟﻤﺴﻠﻤﯿﻦ ﻗﻮم
ﯾﻈﮭﺮون اﻹﺳﻼم و ﻟﯿﺴﻮا ﺑﻤﺴﻠﻤﯿﻦ/
And Ghur is but a region of pagans, which it is included within the
lands of Islam because there are Muslims in it. It has high mountains,
with springs, gardens and rivers, and is well fortified. Regarding its
Muslim populations, they pretend to be Muslims who are not
[however] Muslims.106
We have no elaboration from Ibn Hawqal regarding his claim that people just
“pretended to be Muslim” in Ghur in the tenth century. How did pretending to be a
Muslim in Ghur differ from being Muslim elsewhere in the region? However, what
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seems to be clear regarding how medieval Muslim knowledge of Ghur circulated
from one account to another, is that Istakhri’s original characterization of Ghur as a
pagan land in the heart of Islam—which Ibn Hawqal has also repeated—continued to
surface in other extant Muslim geographical texts from the tenth century.
For example, the anonymous author of the famous late tenth century
geographical manual Hudud al-Alam (Regions of the Worlds)—considered the first
geographical work of the Islamic universe in the Persian language—has omitted
mentioning the sources he relied on in his own account. However, it is obvious from
its contents and presentation style that he had access to the geographical work of
Istakhri and his other predecessors. Indeed, despite finishing his account under the
direct patronage of the Faraighunid rulers of Juzjan, he failed to deliver any new
information about Ghur, instead rephrasing the information from the account of
Istakhri and other geographers. The book offers us the following description:

 او را.ﻏﻮر ﻧﺎﺣﯿﺘﯿﺴﺖ اﻧﺪر ﻣﯿﺎن ﮐﻮھﮭﺎ و ﺷﮑﺴﺘﮕﯿﮭﺎ و او را ﭘﺎدﺷﺎﯾﺴﺖ ﮐﯽ ﻏﻮر ﺷﺎه ﺧﻮاﻧﻨﺪ
 اﮐﻨﻮن ﺑﯿﺸﺘﺮ.ﻗﻮﺗﺶ از ﻣﯿﺮ ﮔﻮزﮔﺎﻧﺎن ﺳﺖ و اﻧﺪر ﻗﺪﯾﻢ اﯾﻦ ﻧﺎﺣﯿﺖ ﻏﻮر ھﻤﮫ ﮐﺎﻓﺮان ﺑﻮدﻧﺪی
ﻣﺴﻠﻤﺎﻧﺎن اﻧﺪ و اﯾﺸﺎن را ﺷﮭﺮ ﮐﮭﺎودھﺎ ﺑﺴﯿﺎر اﺳﺖ و از ﻧﺎﺣﯿﺖ ﺑﺮده وزره و ﺟﻮﺷﻦ و
 و ﻣﺮدﻣﺎﻧﺶ ﺑﺪ ﺧﻮاه اﻧﺪ و ﻧﺎﺳﺎزﻧﺪه و ﺟﺎھﻞ و ﻣﺮدﻣﺎﻧﺶ ﺳﭙﯿﺪﻧﺪ و اﺳﻢر.ﺳﻼﺣﮭﺎ ﻧﯿﮑﻮ اﻓﺘﺪ/
Ghur is a province amid mountains and rugged country. It has a king
called Ghur-shah. He draws his strength from the mir of Guzganan
[Juzjan]. In the days of old this province of Ghur was pagan, though
actually most of its people are [now] Muslims. To them belong
numerous boroughs and villages. From this province come slaves,
armor, coats of mail, and good arms. The people are bad-tempered,
unruly and ignorant. They are white, though weather-beaten.107
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As is apparent, Istakhri, Ibn Hawqal, and the anonymous author of the Hudud
have produced and re-produced similar descriptions of Ghur, as a pagan land subject
to its Muslim neighbors until the end of the tenth century. Although Istakhri and Ibn
Hawqal have, in their early and mid-tenth century accounts, declined to mention that
the rulers of Ghur paid tribute and taxes to their powerful Muslim neighbors, the
author of the Hudud, which was produced in 982–3, is explicit about it. He has
actually suggested that the rulers of Ghur were nothing but vassals of the ruling house
of Juzjan, the Al-i Faraighun, who were themselves regional vassals of the larger
Muslim imperial dynasties in Khurasan, such as the Samanids and Ghaznavids, who
together ruled these and other regions of the eastern Islamic lands during the latter
half of the tenth and eleventh centuries.108
Nonetheless, it is hard to trust Hudud al-Alam’s claim that the rulers of Ghur
had to pay tribute to the house of Faraighun, because they were its author’s patrons.
This suspicion is reinforced by the fact that corroboration from other
contemporaneous sources from the tenth century is missing. We know from Samanid
and Ghaznavid sources that the ruling house of Faraighun in Juzjan was a major local
power until at least the late tenth century. However, it was disbanded and absorbed, as
it became the case, into Ghur itself later during the eleventh century, into the
emerging imperial dynasty of the Ghaznavids. Therefore, the author of the Hudud has
potentially exaggerated Faraighunid sovereignty over Ghur. Throughout the Hudud,
he provides accounts of at least nineteen other major and minor regions around Ghur
whose rulers were allegedly inferior and submissive politically to the Faraighunid
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rulers. Moreover, his claim of Ghur's subordination to the Faraighunids in
Tukharistan in the tenth century contradicts his own claim that the main Muslim
thughars adjacent to Ghur were Tak and Darghush, which were in Zamin Dawar in
Sistan, southwest of Ghur. These areas were also suggested and emphasized by
Istakhri in his mapping of Ghur vis-a-vis its Muslim neighbors.109
Nevertheless, by the end of the tenth century, the Ghaznavids also rose to
supreme power in medieval Afghanistan with their imperial base in the upper region
of Sistan, especially in the region of Dawar and Ghazni, adjacent to the region of
Ghur. The Ghaznavids, especially under the political and military leadership of their
most famous sultan, Mahmud (r. 998–1030), not only expanded their military
resources and power to build a vast empire across Central and South Asia from the
Indus River in Pakistan to the Caspian Sea in Iran, but also gradually pressured and
integrated the many independent non-Muslim regions of Afghanistan, including Ghur.
The process of integration of Ghur into the Ghaznavid empire is, however,
documented extensively in later medieval Muslim sources. These regional sources,
which are mostly written in the Persian language, are also different in terms of genre,
time, and space from the early Islamic writings, which were examined in this chapter.
Most of these later medieval materials are considered regional and local historical
sources.110 We will turn to these sources in the subsequent chapters.
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Conclusion: The Islamic Conquest of Afghanistan as a Narrative
The military adventures of these early Islamic warriors and their victories and
failures in these and other regions of medieval Afghanistan are some of the greatest
early Islamic conquest narratives in the extant Muslim primary sources in Arabic and
Persian. While Muslims achieved long-term success in the southwestern and northern
regions of the country (Sistan, Zabulistan, and Tukharistan), governing them as
individual or collective administrative regions (such as Khurasan) until the Mongol
invasions in the early thirteenth century, Muslim political domination and
Islamization of other regions of medieval Afghanistan were much more prolonged,
both temporally and spatially. As a matter of fact, the people of the region of
Kafiristan, (“Land of Pagans”) known now as Nuristan (“Land of Lights”) in
northeast Afghanistan, came under Muslim political domination only during the last
decade of the nineteenth century when the modern Afghan state—supported by the
British Empire in India—forcibly converted its inhabitants to Islam as part of the
imperial politics of the Great Game in Eurasia. While the people of Kafiristan became
Muslims on the Afghan side at the end of the nineteenth century, and were gradually
integrated into the modern political and cultural structures in Afghanistan, their
kinfolk in the great valleys of Kalash in Pakistan have continued to adhere to their
pre-Islamic religious traditions until today.111
This chapter examined early records of the Islamic conquests of Ghur by
reading them in the pre-modern contexts in which they were produced. The sources
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revealed more complexities in the story of the arrival of Islam as a new political and
cultural force in medieval Afghanistan than the total conquest narrative suggests. The
narratives pertaining to the Islamic conquest of Ghur points to various
epistemological ambiguities in the historiography of early Islamic conquests. Were
they universal or local? How should we consider Islamic conquests in the absence of
institutions (scholars, courts and state machineries) that would have left behind
documentary evidence? Early Islamic discussions regarding Ghur, which are scattered
across various historical sources, not only tell us about the developments of medieval
epistemic narratives regarding Islamic conquest patterns, but also reveal their
shortcomings. We also get much more detail about the development of Muslim
society in Afghanistan than about Ghur itself. In this sense, one of the main aims of
this chapter was also to delineate the beginning of Islam in medieval Afghanistan both
temporally and spatially in diachronic and regionally contingent terms.
Early Islamic sources do not offer one narrative. Several conquests took place
during different times across different regions in Afghanistan, all of which were not
equal in terms of their histories. Some were successful, while others were failures.
Some of them, such as the Islamic conquests of Nishapur, Herat, Balkh, and other
medieval urban centers, have extant histories. Other accounts, like those of the
Islamic conquests of Ghur and other rural medieval hinterlands, are lost.
Having considered what the early Islamic histories had to say about Ghur, we
will turn now to the later, Persian histories, starting by examining the life of Minhaj
Siraj al-Din Juzjani, the author of the primary text under consideration in this thesis,
the Tabaqat-i Nasiri.
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Chapter 3
The Many Lives of Minhaj Siraj Al-Din Juzjani
Introduction
When Minhaj Siraj al-Din Juzjani first came to Sindh in 1227 from his homeland
of Khurasan, he found a patron in Malik Nasir al-Din Qabacha (d. 1228), the ruler of
Sindh and Multan. Remembering this time in his Tabaqat-i Nasiri (TN), written
sometime between 1259 and 1260, he praises his patron for being exceptionally
benevolent towards “many learned men of Khurasan, Ghur, and Ghazni who entered
his service after the events of the infidels [the Mongol invasion of Afghanistan], and
to whom he presented generous gifts and allowances.”112 He then continues his praise
of Qabacha by saying that he had “opened the door of his treasury, conferred benefits
upon the people, and left behind himself so many examples of bravery, loyalty,
wisdom, and courage, the mention of which would remain written throughout the
course of time until the day of judgement.”113
Juzjani speaks enthusiastically about his immediate success under the patronage
of Qabacha in Sindh, having taken charge of the Madrasa-i Firuzi in Uch, the capital
city of Qabacha, while also being appointed to a judicial position in the army, fewer
than six months after his arrival. While he takes pride in his first achievements in
Sindh, he also records the uncertainty of the times, and their direct impact upon his
life: he goes on to mention that his patron Qabacha committed suicide in 1228 by
drowning in a river in Sindh after losing faith in his chances of victory against Sultan
Shams al-Din Iltutmish (r. 1211–1236), one of the early sultans of the Delhi Sultanate
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and the founder of the Slave Dynasty of Hindustan. As Juzjani describes how
Qabacha lost his realm to Iltutmish, he confesses being suddenly confronted with the
question of his future livelihood as a scholar in view of the shifting power dynamics
in Hindustan. Driven by his aspirations of personal success, he tells us he chose to go
with the winning side. Not wasting any time, he made this decision on the very first
day of a three-month-long siege, when Iltutmish’s forces besieged Uch in 1228, by
crossing over to their camp and pledging his loyalty as a “weak servant” to his new
patron, Iltutmish. Iltutmish, now the undisputed ruler of the Delhi Sultanate, received
Juzjani as a learned man and brought him along to Delhi, which was now a major
political center for various medieval Muslim warlords and learned men after the
Mongols’ conquests of the central Islamic lands of Afghanistan, Iran, and Iraq.114
The biographical details of the historians of this period give us insight into the
motivations driving their writing of history, and into the discursive contexts they
operated in. They also yield rich details about the social and political processes of the
time, and how they effected the intellectual classes who participated in them as
scholars and historians. Scholars like Juzjani and his family had to navigate shifting
political landscapes in order to survive and thrive, and their accounts give us some
sense of what it was like to live in these times as a learned man. It is fortunate that we
have on record the varied career and travels of a figure like Juzjani, primarily because
he chose to become a historian at the end of his many lives, writing the Tabaqat-i
Nasiri.
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Having established himself as one of the earliest scholarly authorities of the Delhi
Sultanate by chronicling its founding and serving in various legal positions, Juzjani
was in a position to frequently insert the details of his early life and work in Sindh and
across Hindustan in the TN.115 The description that he provides of his first year in
Sindh, however, also functioned as a kind of trope by which he and other scholars
from Central Asia and Iran found a way to tell their own biographical histories. I call
it a trope because Juzjani was not alone in inserting personal, literary, and political
stories to simultaneously describe an imagined ending in Khurasan and an imagined
beginning in Hindustan. This trope of professional and geographic transition, such a
key source of biographical information about Juzjani and other historians, was a
critical technique used by aspiring medieval Muslim scholars to secure patronage, and
is also to be found in the lives of many other learned men of Khurasan who likewise
ended up in Hindustan. This trope incorporated the learned men's temporal and spatial
nostalgias, inserted to underline self-identified socio-cultural pasts, as well as to
record their uncertainties, wanderings, and future opportunities as they journeyed to
the various courts of Muslim warlords.
For example, Hasan Nizami (d. 1229), an elder contemporary of Juzjani, is most
often presented in the scholarship as an archetype of such migrants. When he left his
hometown of Nishapur in eastern Iran—first for Ghazni, and then for Lahore and
Delhi during the early part of the twelfth century—he is reported to have felt
distraught at the physical and spiritual separation from the people and places of home.
“I got separated,” he is reported to have said, “from relatives, and left Nishapur and
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friends with an uneasy and heavy heart. While parting with friends, tears fell from my
eyes like (water from) tents on a rainy day.”116
The personal and professional stories of these learned men of Khurasan, included
in their histories, provide us an important opportunity to revisit both the personal and
professional careers of scholars like Juzjani, and explore how their familial and
professional associations may have shaped their views and motivations for producing
works like the TN.

Scholarly Lacunae Regarding Juzjani’s Life
Despite the significance of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, scholars have been silent
about its author and how his familial, personal, and intellectual lives intersected. This
lacuna has led to the disregarding of evidence regarding the social and cultural lives
of medieval Persian-speaking scholarly families like Juzjani’s. This chapter seeks to
fill this gap by putting into perspective Juzjani's accounts of his familial, personal,
and professional lives as a medieval Islamic scholar. It analyzes the narratives of his
own personal genealogies, migration and mobility, and patronage and privileges.
Since it has now become a permanent tradition among scholars of medieval Islamic
history and culture to rely primarily on a scholar's own works for reliable information
about his life—barring an independent biography on them—our primary source for
biographical information on Juzjani is his very own Tabaqat-i Nasiri.
His contemporaries and later historians, such as Barani (d. 1357) and Firishta (d.
1620), cite the TN in their own works. Nonetheless, they do not offer any additional
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biographic information about Juzjani. Rather, Juzjani himself provides a rich
commentary about his family, his personal and intellectual background, travels, and
networks of courtly and non-courtly patronage in the TN. He situates his ancestors, his
parents, and himself in the political-scholarly environments prevalent in medieval
Khurasan under the Persianate regional dynastic houses between the ninth and twelfth
centuries.
For example, he designates Imam Abdul Khaliq, his great-great-grandfather, the
patriarch of their family, and credits his movement from Juzjan to Ghazni during the
second half of the eleventh century as the genesis of their family history. In addition
to these anecdotes, he tells elaborate stories about the impoverishment of his sister
and her family in Khurasan under the Mongols, and how he tried to navigate different
systems of communication and patronage networks in Hindustan to help them.
Indeed, throughout the TN, he never foregoes an opportunity to talk about himself and
his family. He makes sure to provide copiously detailed, chronologically-ordered
information about their personal, social, and cultural lives back in Khurasan: from
information about their living conditions and their religious and political networks
over two centuries, to the ways their various personal, social and cultural
undertakings impacted their lives as they gained authority in courts, cities, and the
eastern Islamic lands in Khurasan and Hindustan.
This autobiographical feature of Juzjani’s writing also distinguishes him from
many earlier and later medieval Muslim historians who were less forthcoming about
their lives and social and political networks. For example, Tabari, perhaps the most
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famous medieval Muslim historian and scholar, is known for being private about
himself, his family, and other personal dealings.117

Juzjani, A Persianate Scholar-Historian
Juzjani's abundant autobiographical information therefore allows us to
understand the author from a fresh perspective. First, Juzjani was keen on his
attachment to larger social constructs, and did not wish to be remembered just as the
author of the TN. He emphasizes his membership in the secretarial-scholarly family of
the Juzjanis (1002–1260), and makes claims about their direct relationship both by
blood and service to the Ghaznavid and Ghuri dynastic houses of the eastern Islamic
empire in medieval Afghanistan and Hindustan. Beginning from his great-greatgrandfather, Imam Abdul Khaliq (c. 1059–1099) and moving down to himself, he
presents his family as urban Muslim scholars, public officials (e.g., judges), and
diplomatic dignitaries of the Ghaznavids and Ghuris. However, though the Juzjanis
did not become powerful viziers like the Balamis, they certainly belonged to the ranks
of other scholarly families in medieval Persianate Khurasan. While the Juzjanis
prospered under the Ghaznavid and Ghuri dynastic houses, many other local Iranian
scholarly families also emerged and flourished between the rise of the Persianate
dynastic houses and the Mongol invasion of Khurasan. The families of Balamis,
Utbis, and Bayhaqis, about whom we have reliable information from their own extant
historical works, are the most famous. Other local Khurasani secretarial families, such
as the Anbaris, Meymandis, Shirazis, and Dargazinis, also rose to prominence under
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Persianate dynastic houses like the Buyids, Samanids, and Saljuqs. Although these
latter families, who had ministerial/vizier positions, have not left behind any major
historical works, the Balamis, Utbis, and Bayhaqis produced the first historical works
written in the Persian language. Moreover, they performed all kinds of legal,
secretarial, and other services for their patrons. The Juzjanis share similar historical
trajectories to these and other families; however, they are less understood.118
Beyond the temporal and cultural similarities in the lives of these Persianspeaking secretarial families, members of most of them wrote histories. There are
three specific patterns which shaped these individuals while they established
themselves as authorities of their time. First, they all came from, and chose as their
work-sites, different cities of medieval Khurasan where they made their careers under
various Persianate dynastic houses. Intellectual and political entitlement, either
through familial privileges, marriage, and/or professional networking, played a central
role in their personal and professional lives. This entitlement was, for example, at the
core of their career moves like securing a job inside the court or in other areas of the
state. Secondly, they all served in different positions during short or long careers,
from functioning as vizier, secretary, judge, and envoy, to becoming court historians.
Thirdly, social mobility, both at the individual and family level, was a key feature of
their personal and professional identity. At a very basic level, they all constantly
moved from one city to another across Khurasan. As we will see, Juzjani himself
never lived in one city for more than five years after he got his first job as an envoy
under the local Ghuri warlords in 1216. He claims to have spent at least one year in
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more than twenty-four urban centers.119 Along with moves from one city to another,
they all changed patrons due to the vicissitudes of power politics and career
trajectories. These patterns or strategies to survive and thrive as learned men can be
summarized as following:
1. Urbanism: All were deeply rooted in urban Khurasan and Hindustan.
2. Protean Identity: All belonged to multi-occupational and social identities.
3. Mobility: All traveled, periodically changing their residences and patrons.

Family Ties Key in the Careers of Scholars
Although Andrew Peacock omits discussing these patterns in his most recent
works on Balami and Utbi, he briefly cites their family background as important to
their rise in medieval Khurasan under the patronage of various Persianate dynastic
houses. For instance, from a young age, Balami, the author of Tarikhnamah (c. 992),
worked for a long time under the supervision of his father, who was serving the
Samanids in different cities during the tenth century. He replaced his father in the
court when the latter died, and received the title of Younger Balami (Balami-i
Kuchak).120 This was also true of Utbi (d. c. 1036), the author of Kitab-i Yamini, who
landed his first job as a young boy through his maternal uncle, Abu Nasr, who was
already working as a bureaucrat in the Samanid city of Nishapur around the last
quarter of the tenth century. Utbi, with the support of his uncle, found his way to
Ghazni, where he became a secretary of the Ghaznavid state, before later becoming
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known as the first dynastic historian in Islam with his production of the Kitab-i
Yamini, a dynastic history on the emergence of the Ghaznavid ruling house and its
early rulers like Sultan Mahmud.121 Moreover, Bayhaqi, another historian of the
Ghaznavid dynasty who wrote in Persian, began his career as an apprentice in the
Samanid bureaucracy of the tenth century by virtue of his belonging to a learned
family of khwajas from Bayhaq, with links to the Samanid state. For example,
Bosworth has suggested that Bayhaqi’s father may have been in some type of “official
services” in the Samanid bureaucracy during the tenth century.122 The importance of
family network in securing a job was true of other less known figures such as
Muhammad ibn Ali Ravandi, the author of Rahat al-Sudur wa Ayat al-Surur, a history
of the Saljuqs, which was composed circa 1204. He owed his rise to a position of
power to his several uncles, and apparently was brought to the Saljuq court in
Hamadan during the second half of the eleventh century by his uncle Zayn al-Din
Mahmud Kashi, who was a royal tutor in the court. 123
The members of these other families (Balamis, Utbis, and Bayhaqis), who wrote
major historical works seem to have been key precedents for later aspiring
individuals and families, like the Juzjanis. The literary and historical works and
careers of these families were indeed known to the Juzjanis, despite the Juzjanis
starting their careers from the peripheries of the Ghaznavid and Ghuri dynasties, in
places like Lahore. As a matter of fact, the works of these earlier families were of
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great importance to Juzjani personally. While striving to make his career, and later
write his own history, he looked to them for inspiration when navigating different
cities and courts in his quest for patronage and privileges. Juzjani’s foremost sources
in the TN were works produced by members of these earlier families, such as
Balami’s Tarikhnamah, Utbi’s Kitab-i Yamini, and Bayhaqi’s Tarikh-i Masudi.124

The Juzjanis as a Family (1002-1260)
Juzjani portrays the history of his family both in religious and social terms
within the framework of a sultan-scholar patronage system. He begins his family
history in the eleventh century by pointing to the personal and professional career of
Imam Abdul Khaliq, Juzjani’s great-great-grandfather.125 He tells the history of Abdul
Khaliq in the form of a celestial story. According to Juzjani, one night when Imam
Khaliq was asleep, he heard a heavenly voice, which urged him to leave Juzjan, their
ancestral home, for Ghazni, then the imperial capital of the Ghaznavid dynasty.126 He
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continues that Imam Khaliq was commanded to go to Ghazni because Sultan Ibrahim
(r. 1054–1099), the longest reigning sultan of the Ghaznavid dynasty, was marrying
all his daughters (per Juzjani, thirty-six) to learned men of Khurasan. Juzjani does not
provide here the exact chronology of Imam Abdul Khaliq’s travels, but he says that he
left Juzjan, married one of the princess-daughters of the sultan, and settled in Ghazni
during the reign of Sultan Ibrahim. However, no other source—apart from Juzjani
himself—has documented anyone by the name of Imam Abdul Khaliq from Juzjan
and his movement to Ghazni. It is a curious absence, though we do know that this half
century of Ghaznavid history is understood as an era of great social and political
transformation in medieval Afghanistan, making the story of Juzjani’s ancestor
plausible if not verifiably true.
For example, this period saw the emergence and movement of all sorts of new
elite individuals and groups—military and literary families as well as nomadic
confederations – across urban Khurasan. They all sought to make their own careers
under the Great Saljuq and Ghaznavid sultans who now divided Khurasan into two
halves, one controlled from Ghazni, and another from Merv. For example, Turkmen
nomads, who were great allies of the Saljuq dynastic house, constantly traversed
Khurasan for both herding and raiding purposes.127 Moreover, the Ghuris emerged as
a leading military-political group in urban Khurasan from their mountainous region of
Ghur during this period, when they found an opportunity to form parallel alliances
through political patronage and marriages with each of these two supreme dynastic
houses. These new opportunities were made possible perhaps because the Ghaznavids
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under Sultan Ibrahim (d. 1099), and the Great Saljuqs under Alp Arslan (d. 1073) and
his successor Malik Shah (d. 1092), made peace among themselves in Khurasan
during the second half of the eleventh century. Politically, the peace in Khurasan with
the Saljuqs allowed the Ghaznavids to transform their earlier fledgling gains in the
Peshawar valley and Punjab into permanent dynastic dominions ruled by Ghaznavid
princes from Lahore or Ghazni. Bosworth has argued that this owed to the “realist”
character of Sultan Ibrahim, who understood the formidable political and military
challenges that the Great Saljuqs posed to the weakened Ghaznavids, a realization
which informed his offer of peace.128 In the meantime, the peace allowed the Saljuqs
to strengthen their possessions in Khurasan and focus on their newer nomadic and
military movements deep into western Iran and Iraq.129
Juzjani's story about the movement of Imam Abdul Khaliq from Juzjan to
Ghazni makes historical sense, considering these political transformations in
Khurasan during the second half of the eleventh century, there is one more reason
why it is believable. The Sultans of the Ghaznavid dynasty, beginning with its
founder Sebuktegin (d. 997), had a long history of intermarriage and political
alliances with the Faraighunids, the local ruling house of Juzjan. When Sebuktegin
rose to power in late tenth century, he gained the support of Abu al-Haris Ahmad, the
third Faraighunid ruler of Juzjan, through marriage. Sebuktegin married a daughter of
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Ahmad to his son, Mahmud, the infamous future sultan of the Ghaznavid dynasty, and
gave in marriage one of his own daughters to Abu Nasir Muhammad, one of Ahmad’s
sons and the future ruler of Juzjan. The Faraighunids later supported their son-in-law
Sultan Mahmud during his struggles against his brothers to succeed as the sultan of
the Ghaznavid dynasty, and later joined him in his raids to Hindustan when he took
control. This great local alliance between the Ghaznavids, as supreme imperial
sovereigns, and the Faraighunids, as their local vassals from Juzjan, continued
through more marriages and clientelism, which defined the imperial-local alliances
between various Ghaznavid dynasts and local ruling houses.130

The Juzjani Family Rises to Serve as Judges, Preachers and Envoys
The movement of Imam Abdul Khaliq from Juzjan to Ghazni and his marriage
into the royal family of the Ghaznavids must have taken place in this context.
However, it is unclear what happened afterwards to the great-great-grandfather of
Juzjani when he went to Ghazni and married into the royal house of the Ghaznavids.
Juzjani is also silent on the topic, not even mentioning whether he died there or
moved back to Juzjan. However, throughout the twelfth century, we find the first
records of Juzjanis in Lahore, a Ghaznavid dominion, then back in Ghazni, and again
in Lahore during the last quarter of the century when the Ghuris rose to power. One
can assume that the Juzjanis, from Abdul Khaliq to Juzjani himself, continued their
service to the Ghaznavids and later their Ghuri successors as judges, preachers, and
envoys. Both Juzjani’s grandfather and father (Minhaj al-Din Usman and Minhaj al-
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Din Siraj) served as military judges in Lahore under the Ghaznavids during this
period. Juzjani claims that his grandfather, Minhaj al-Din Usman, was also wellknown across the Ghaznavid dynasty, partaking in various argumentative debates
(masala) over Islamic theological issues. Juzjani—quoting a scholar named Imam
Sharaf al-Din Attar – narrates a story about how his grandfather outperformed an
opponent in a debate about the theological view in Islam over whether flatulence by a
Muslim while asleep defiles their ablutions. On his way back to Ghazni and Lahore
from a haj pilgrimage to Mecca, Juzjani’s grandfather took part in this debate circa
1164 at the request of the local ruler of Nimruz in Sistan, Malik Sayis Shams alDin.131
However, more critical to Juzjani seems to be the life, career, and wanderings
of his father, Minhaj al-Din Siraj. Although other sources are thin on his ancestors, we
know about his father both from Juzjani himself and one other contemporary source,
Sadid al-Din Awfi’s Lubab al-albab (c. 1221), the oldest anthological biography
written in Persian. First, Juzjani emphasizes in the Tabaqat-i Nasiri various historical
events involving his father. These range from his father’s initial residence and service
as a military judge in Lahore under the Ghaznavids during the third quarter of the
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twelfth century, to his presence there during its conquest by the Ghuris in 1186.132
When the Ghuris captured Lahore, Juzjani’s father also changed sides, pledging his
loyalty to the Ghuri sultans.133 He later became chief judge and a religious authority
in the nascent Ghuri dynasty. We find him in various cities of the Ghuri dynasty, such
as Ghazni, Bamiyan, and Firuzkoh throughout the end of the twelfth century, when
the Ghuris were at the peak of their imperial power.134 According to Juzjani, his father
even functioned several times during this period as an envoy of the Ghuri sultans to
the caliphs in Baghdad.135 One of these diplomatic missions would be his last
assignment, as robbers would kill Juzjani’s father on one of his return voyages to
Ghur from Baghdad. Although Abdul Hay Habibi suggests, without any evidence,
that he was killed in Kerman in Iran, Juzjani claims he was killed somewhere en
route.136
Beyond the circumstances of his untimely death, it has also not been clarified
how Juzjani’s father catapulted to such high positions of power in the Ghuri dynasty.
The most significant factor was the Juzjanis’ family ties with the Ghuris. Juzjani
claims that his mother, whose name and circumstances of marriage to his father he
omits, was of Ghuri descent, apparently from a family that functioned previously as
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judges in Tulak, a political stronghold in Ghur.137 Juzjani is explicit and assertive
about his family’s direct connection to the ruling house of Ghur, the Shansab. He says
that his mother and Ma Malik, the eldest daughter of Sultan Ghias al-Din Ghuri (d.
1203), were “foster-sisters and classmates ()ھﻢ ﺷﯿﺮ و ھﻢ ﻣﮑﺘﺐ.”138
While the Juzjanis' kinship to the Ghuri ruling house played a crucial part in
Juzjani’s father's rise to authority under the Ghuris, he was a renowned scholar as
well. For example, the twelve camels carrying his possessions as he moved from one
place to another were given to him by Sultan Muizz al-Din Ghuri (d. 1206). Juzjani
furthermore calls him a “wonder of the time and the very eloquence of the Ajam.”139
Awfi, who was a contemporary of Juzjani’s father, is the only other person
who mentions him. There is a very short biographical entry in the Lubab al-albab on
him, along with two long poems written by him in Persian. There is one difference,
however, between Juzjani’s and Awfi’s description of Juzjani’s father: the latter
claims that he was born in Samarqand instead of Lahore. Although Awfi does not tell
us anything else about his background, the poems, which he attributes to Juzjani’s
father, contain references to and various spiritual discourses on the mundane
foundations of the pre-Islamic Persian kings, and on Alexander, Rome, and India. The
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first poem is the longer one, totaling thirty-eight verses, while the second comprises
thirty-two verses.140
Juzjani’s ancestors' constant migratory movements, their changing of patrons,
and diverse occupations across cities in Khurasan and Hindustan may have set a
precedent for Juzjani in his career as a high authority among his peers in Hindustan.
Juzjani’s own personal and professional lives indeed abound in temporal,
geographical, and intellectual adventures in Khurasan and Hindustan. He portrays his
own life as more distinguished than those of his great-great-grandfather, grandfather,
and father. While Juzjani might occasionally exaggerate about his own career, he
lived a longer life than his ancestors, witnessing both the emergence and
disintegration of important medieval dynasties during the first half of the thirteenth
century, when the Mongols transformed the sociopolitical order of the central Islamic
lands. As a result, he had to frequently change patrons, and traveled wider and for
longer than all his ancestors. Therefore, the recollection of his own life is both more
interesting and more vivid in the TN than his account of his ancestors, which he knew
from oral accounts by Sharaf al-Din Attar, Ma Malik, and others.

Locating Juzjani in Khurasan
Juzjani spent more than half of his life (1193–1227) in Khurasan, where he
grew up as a privileged child and young man in Ghur. The exact chronologies of his
early life are not clear. For example, in one part of the TN, he claims he was eighteen
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years old in 1210,141 which would mean he was born in 1193, when the Ghuris were
at the peak of their power in Afghanistan and Hindustan. However, there is no
information suggesting he was born in Firuzkoh, the capital of the Ghuris, as is
suggested by Habibi.142 What is apparent from his narrative concerning his early years
in Khurasan is that he enjoyed a comfortable and privileged upbringing as a child,
teenager, and young man in Ghur, where his father was in positions of power and his
mother connected to the Ghuri harem. Indeed, he claims to have grown up inside the
very harem of the Ghuri dynasty as a child, and that he was later socialized as a young
man in the vicinity of the royal palace in Firuzkoh.143

Juzjani, the Child in the Harem Palace
Juzjani claims that the primary influence on his life during these years in
Firuzkoh was a Ghuri princesses named Ma Malik. As mentioned above, Ma Malik
was a foster-sister of his mother, and a Ghuri princess who was the eldest child of
Sultan Ghias al-Din Ghuri (r. 1163–1203), one of the main ruling monarchs of the
Ghuri dynasty. “That princess,” Juzjani says of Ma Malik, “has brought up this loyal
subject in her own chamber of favor and harem of chastity. Until adulthood, [I] was in
the service of her house, and relatives and ancestors of this loyal subject were in the
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service of her family, the family of her father. The legacies of her kind favors are very
much [in the life] of this wretch [Juzjani]. May God reward her.”144
Throughout the TN, Juzjani presents Ma Malik as a foster-sister of his mother,
a foster-mother of himself, and a Ghuri princess, who was pious and learned. She
appears to have been a central figure in Juzjani’s memory in his discussion of the
Ghuri household’s dynastic politics. In addition to other written works which Juzjani
cites for the history of Ghuri origins and genealogies in the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, he cites
Ma Malik as his main source of information. He claims to have heard stories of Ghuri
history for the first time from her as he was growing up in her harem.
Since our main source for Ma Malik is the TN, we do not know about all the
dimensions of Ma Malik’s maternal bond with Juzjani.145 Nevertheless, we can
surmise that he had a privileged and comfortable upbringing in Ghur in her harem and
in the larger social and cultural environment in which he grew up. He claims, for
example, to have had a private teacher who helped him memorize the Quran at age
seven. While he does not provide any extra information about his teacher, he does call
him by his name, Imam Ali Ghaznavi. Juzjani was in touch with him even after
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leaving Ghur for Hindustan because he cites him as one of his main sources for
documenting the coming of the Mongols to Ghur.146

Juzjani’s Youth Demonstrates Effects of Mongol Raids
The benefits of this privileged background of Juzjani extended into his adult
life. He married in 1220 at the age of twenty-seven into what he deemed a noble ()اﮐﺎﺑﺮ
family of his relatives in Ghur. Malik Nasir al-Din Abu Bakr, a local ruler in Gaziyou,
a district in the southwest of Ghur,147 officiated at his marriage ceremony after being
introduced to Juzjani by a relative. Juzjani had initially requested a horse from Abu
Bakr to carry his bride from Gaziyou to his residence, probably in Firuzkoh. While
Abu Bakr fulfilled Juzjani’s request, gifting him a young yellow horse, and while his
wedding was lavish and merry, what Juzjani remembered most were two things on
which he reflects three decades later. One was a wedding toast which Abu Bakr had
addressed as a rubai (a quatrain) to Juzjani and his guests, which is recorded in the TN
as follows:
Inshallah, may affliction be wiped from your heart
And that precious pearl of yours remain in your debt
No need to worry about the horse you asked from me
With that horse, many other worries come.148
The other distinct recollection Juzjani had of his wedding was the coming of
the Mongols to Khurasan. He curses them for disrupting both his young married life
and career in Khurasan. He says that “in the same year when [I] was in [my]
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youthfulness [and got married], the cursed Chengiz Khan crossed the Jaihun [Oxus]
River toward Khurasan to invade Ghazni.”149 While Juzjani leaves Ghur for
Hindustan in 1227, seven years after he married, he mentions that Abu Bakr also
moved to Delhi leaving Ghur in the midst of the Mongol conquests. We know neither
from the TN nor from other contemporary sources about Abu Bakr’s fate, or anything
else related to him in Delhi apart from Juzjani’s brief mention that he served Sultan
Iltutmish upon his arrival in Delhi, and that he died there in 1223. This would mark
the arrival of Abu Bakr in Delhi exactly three years after Juzjani’s marriage in
Ghur.150
Nevertheless, Juzjani seems to highlight two main things here. One is that this
period—the years between 1220 (marriage) and 1227 (departure from Ghur to
Hindustan)—seem to have been the most critical in his life in Khurasan. The political
situation was making it difficult for Juzjani to prosper as a learned person. The cities
and other important political and military regions of Khurasan, including Ghur, were
in political chaos and under constant assault by the Mongols.151 Juzjani explicitly
records that the local Ghuri elites inside Afghanistan, spread across three local polities
(Firuzkoh, Bamiyan, and Ghazni), were quarreling over matters of succession and the
ownership of resources of the Ghuri dynasty after the assassination of its supreme
sultan in 1206, Muizz al-Din Muhammad Ghuri. Furthermore, the region of Sistan
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came under the control of local ruling houses, such as descendants of the maliks of
Nimruz. Khwarazmians, who now were in power in Khurasan, had already weakened
these local ruling houses in Ghur and elsewhere in Afghanistan by repeatedly
invading their realms during the early decades of the thirteenth century. They
confiscated and took to Khwarazm any riches the Ghuris had accumulated from their
plunders in Hindustan.152

Juzjani the Merchant
War, such as the Mongol invasion of Afghanistan, did not only mean losses. It
also created opportunities for people like Juzjani. Despite the political chaos ensuing
from the raids of the Mongols, Juzjani took several steps during this period to make a
career for himself in Khurasan. He got his first job as a commercial representative in
1224, three years after his marriage, from Malik Taj al-Din Husain, a local ruler in
Tulak in Ghur. According to Juzjani, Malik Taj al-Din sent him to Quhistan, which is
now the province of Kerman in southeastern Iran, to negotiate trade terms and open a
secure commercial route to Ghur that would be safe from the Mongols who had
ravaged other known routes, bringing famine to Ghur and other regions of Khurasan.
The actual description of his first journey outside Ghur during this period of Mongol
invasion and local political crisis reads as follows:
After the Mongol army had left Khurasan, leaving behind famine
[among the people] who were deprived of clothes, basic food items
and who were only now safe from the infidel invasions and were
152
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hungry, [I] left the fortress of Tulak by the order of Malik Taj al-Din
Hasan Salar Kharpust through Isfaszar [modern Shindan in Herat] to
open a route of caravans. From Isfaszar toward Qain [?] and from there
to Qala-i Sar Takht [?] and Jawasher [?] and the ruler of Quhistan then
was the ostentatious Shahab Mansur Abu al-Fath.153
He claims that his job, and the whole experience of traveling for the first time
outside Ghur was a success: he opened a trade route to Ghur and bought several items
for himself. Additionally, he praises the local ruler of Quhistan, Shahab Mansur Abu
al-Fath, for providing “patronage ( )اﻋﺰازand kindness ()ﻧﯿﮑﻮ, which the scholars and
poor men [of Khurasan] took advantage of during the first two to three years of the
[Mongol] crisis.”154 Juzjani traveled to Quhistan twice again after 1224 for
commercial and political reasons. His second journey in 1225 was sponsored by
Malik Rukn al-Din Muhammad Usman Murghani, the local ruler of Qala-e Qaisar,
one of the local districts in Ghur. His third journey in 1226 was a political assignment
for Malik Taj al-Din, who ordered him to go to Quhistan on a peace-making mission,
after he and the region’s local ruler had gone to war. Juzjani failed in this mission,
unable to effect a rapprochement. When he was asked to make another trip, he
refused; consequently, Taj al-Din imprisoned Juzjani for forty-three days. Juzjani
walked out of prison only after Malik Rukn al-Din, his other local Ghuri patron,
intervened and requested his release. Juzjani wrote a long panegyric poem for Malik
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Rukn al-Din for his intervention in freeing him from the prison. 155 He said that the
reason for his refusal in 1226 to go again to Quhistan to mediate between Malik Taj
al-Din and the region’s ruler was his own plan to leave Khurasan for Hindustan. 156
While we do not know all the facts and details of Juzjani’s multiple travels to
Quhistan, his description of them as successful trade talks and political failures
costing him even his freedom straddle many times and spaces in medieval Khurasan,
about which we have hardly any other contemporary evidence. Juzjani's travels to
Quhistan are remarkable insofar as he repeatedly tries to make a career in Khurasan
by going from one city to another, and from one patron to another. It was this fragility
of the patronage world back in Khurasan that gave him cause to characterize this
period of his early adult life in Khurasan as fragile because of the irruption of the
Mongols.

Juzjani, the Ghazi
When Juzjani was freed from the prison in Sistan in 1226, he went once more
to Tulak in Ghur, before embarking for Hindustan. This trip to Tulak seems to be a
preparation for his final departure. He is silent on when exactly he left Khurasan, who
accompanied him from his family, who underwrote his travel, and what sorts of things
and people he saw and experienced en route from Ghur to Uch in Sindh. What we
know, however, from the TN is that when he went one final time to Tulak, where his
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mother and relatives came from, he took part “along with relatives and brothers … in
the wars” against the Mongols.157 In addition to his claim of having fought as a ghazi,
his record of this period reveals that not everyone agreed with him about leaving
Khurasan for Hindustan. His maternal uncle (Qazi Jalal al-Din) and sister, along with
their families, stayed behind in Ghur. Although Jalal al-Din was killed in Tulak by the
Mongols and their Ghuri allies, who appear to have been his local rivals, we do not
know what happened to Juzjani’s sister and her family afterwards.158 However,
Juzjani seems to have been in touch with her from Hindustan until at least 1250-1
when he claims to have received letters from her.159
He does not provide all the details of his communication with his sister, but he
says that upon receiving the letters he, who by this late date had achieved the pinnacle
of his power and prestige in Hindustan, visited his current patron, Ulugh Khan (later
Sultan Balban). Ulugh Khan gave Juzjani gifts: “forty slaves, tons of presents, a
horse,” and “the right to collect one year’s revenue from a village” in Hansi, now in
the Indian province of Punjab.160 Juzjani left Delhi in the same year for Hansi, and
traveled from there to Multan where he met Khwaja Rashid al-Din Hakim Balkhi.

157

Juzjani, TN, 2:134–5. Juzjani claims here that he has had taking part in the holy

wars in Tulak in Ghur for four years. But this is not a clear timeline since between
1221 when he got married in Ghur, and 1226, when he was last in Ghur, he was
outside Ghur traveling to Quhistan at least three times, in 1224, 1225, and 1226.
158

Juzjani, TN, 2:134.

159

Juzjani, TN, 1:482.

160

Hansi was one of the iqtas (extractive/revenue-generating lands) of Ulugh Khan

during this period.

107

Juzjani says that the Khwaja was a merchant coming to Multan from Khurasan for
trade, but does not add any other descriptive details about their interactions.
Nevertheless, Juzjani, after a two months’ stay in Multan, allegedly managed to send
the slaves and gifts to Khurasan.161 However, we cannot be whether Juzjani actually
sent the slaves and gifts he received from Ulugh Khan to his sister living under the
Mongols in Khurasan or simply sold them off in Multan to Khwaja Rashid al-Din.
Juzjani seemed to know his ambitions shortly after he left Ghur for Hindustan
in 1227. He reports that he took the southeasterly route from Ghur to Ghazni and then
to Multan where he boarded a ship to Uch in Sindh. He arrived there on May 14,
1227, as a learned man from Khurasan, and after six months, he rose to a position of
power by taking charge of the Madrasa-i Firuzi in Sindh, and was also appointed a
military judge in the army.162

Locating Juzjani in Hindustan, 1227–1260
While Juzjani commenced his official career in Sindh in 1227 by starting as a
teacher and judge under the patronage of Qabacha, he moved up in his professional
life as a learned man in Hindustan by becoming a high authority in the Delhi
Sultanate during the second quarter of the thirteenth century. However, Juzjani seems
to have had a complex life in North India between his arrival in Delhi in 1228 and his
death there in 1260. There were various social and professional ups and downs
throughout this period, including moving from one court to another, changing patrons,
and making and unmaking friends, allies, and opponents as he rose to power and
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prestige by developing a vast network of patronage among both sultans and other
ruling classes in North India. It is these career moves by Juzjani that give us not only
a picture of the political upheavals of the time, but also of their effects on scholars and
officials like Juzjani himself.
Juzjani does not mention holding any positions upon his initial arrival in
Delhi, when Iltutmish brought him along from Sindh. Thus, there is no indication,
either in the TN or in other contemporary sources, of his holding any official positions
between 1228 and 1232. However, Sultan Iltutmish appointed him as a judge, mosque
preacher and prayer leader, and chief of religious legal affairs ( )اﻣﻮر ﺷﺮﻋﯽin Gwalior
in 1232 when it was captured from its local ruler, who Juzjani called Malik Dev. 163
Juzjani also points out his own efforts in the capture of Gwalior and how his
work there during the long siege of the fort helped him get the judicial and preacher
positions in the fort after its fall to Iltutmish’s forces. He claims to have led the
regular and Eid prayers for Iltutmish’s forces during the siege. In addition, he
delivered public sermons three times a week. When the month of Ramadan came and
the siege was still underway, he claims to have increased his sermons from three
times a week to every day. In short, he reports giving a total of ninety-five sermons
during the siege. When he was appointed to his positions after the capture of the fort
in 1231, he was responsible for several specific tasks in Gwalior, which he has
summarized as taking charge of “all judicial, religious, preaching, accounting, and
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legal matters,” for which Iltutmish personally conferred upon him “a dress of honor
and a lot of gifts.” 164
Nevertheless, Juzjani broadened his personal and professional ambitions in
Hindustan after he was appointed to these positions of power in Gwalior. We now
also learn from Juzjani about his character as an aspiring man, and how he was able to
negotiate a social and professional space for himself during the political crisis in
Delhi after the death of Iltutmish in 1336. It is this ambition in Juzjani that makes him
such a compelling witness to the social and political processes of the time, as it
propels him to rapidly change patrons and seek out every opportunity for
advancement. In his writing, we have the testimony of a participant in these career
games.
Around the time of the death of Iltutmish, Juzjani seems to have become a
close advisor to Gwalior’s local governor, whom he calls Zia al-Din Junaidi. As it
turned out, this put him in a precarious position when Iltutmish’s daughter, Sultan
Razia (r. 1336–40), rose to power and waged war against Gwalior.165
This is how the crisis of succession in Delhi affected Juzjani directly: Razia
killed Iltutmish’s vizier, Nizam al-Mulk Junaidi, who was also a kinsman of the
governor of Gwalior. This resulted in Razia declaring the governor of Gwalior, who
Juzjani was close to, a rebel. Much as Juzjani had to decide between two competing
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sides in Sindh in 1227 when he first came to Hindustan, he had to choose sides again
after the death of Iltutmish. His choice, which was to side with Razia, would shape his
later professional and personal life in Hindustan.
Juzjani decided to go with Razia for two reasons. Firstly, she sent to Juzjani “a
lot of gifts” when she dispatched her forces from Delhi to Gwalior.166 Secondly,
Razia's threat to capture Gwalior was real as “it was not anymore possible to resist”
her after she had suppressed all opponents, both inside and outside the royal
household and court. Indeed, right on March 18, 1238, two years after Razia’s reign
began, Juzjani writes that he, “in agreement with Zia al-Din Junaidi who was the
governor of Gwalior and other learned men” left Gwalior for Delhi, and pledged his
loyalty to Sultan Razia. Juzjani is not clear about whether he left Gwalior alone or
with Zia al-Din Junaidi; however, he uses the singular to refer to his actions at the
time, making it likely that he came to Delhi alone. There are two other reasons to
suspect the solo nature of his journey. One is that we never hear again of what
happened to his erstwhile patron, Zia al-Din Junaidi: did he submit to Razia or rebel
against her? Nevertheless, Juzjani himself was rewarded for proving his loyalty to

166

Juzjani, TN, 1:460, .اﻧﻌﺎﻣﺎت واﻓﺮه

111

Razia by returning to Delhi, and indeed, upon arriving there was placed in charge of
the Madrasa-i Nasiriyya while also holding on to his judicial positions in Gwalior.167

Juzjani, the Chief Judge in Delhi
We cannot know how Juzjani simultaneously managed positions in two
different places far away from each other because neither he nor anyone else provides
any information on this topic. However, it seems that by the time Juzjani was close to
fifty years old, he was a trusted authority in areas of Islamic law and education. When
he returned to Delhi from Gwalior, he rose quickly to high positions of power during
the reigns of Sultan Razia and her half-brother Bahram Shah (r. 1240–1242). The
latter appointed him on November 16, 1241 as chief judge of Hindustan when he
came to power after declaring himself sultan of Delhi and imprisoning Sultan
Razia.168 Juzjani indicated that he got the position after he was able to “give a public
speech and rally the people to pledge their loyalty to the sultan.” According to
Juzjani, Bahram Shah wanted to rally this gathering of people behind himself to stand
against “the infidel Mongols who had come through the gates of the city [Lahore] and
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had martyred Muslims.” 169 However, it is most likely that Juzjani had played a part in
boosting some sort of support for Bahram Shah, who was now increasingly seeing
opposition from the ruling elites who had initially helped him come to power by
removing Razia from the throne. Juzjani seems to have been one of the first people
from the scholarly class in Delhi to have pledged loyalty to Bahram Shah. He even
wrote a long poem for Bahram Shah, which he claims to have declaimed to him on
the day he pledged loyalty to the sultan. Moreover, when Bahram Shah was removed
from the throne in 1242 by his opponents, Juzjani also lost his position as the chief
judge of Hindustan, serving in that capacity for less than a year.170
This was, however, a familiar pattern in Juzjani’s professional life: the loss of
position because of political and military crises beyond his control. Fortunately, he
knew how to rescue himself. As he himself has documented, he could switch his
loyalty between patrons, from the losing to the winning side. As a matter of fact, he
used this strategy in Sindh between Nasir al-Din Qabacha and Iltutmish in 1228. He
also used it when Sultan Razia rose to power in 1236 by rushing to her from Gwalior.
When Bahram Shah imprisoned Razia in 1240 and declared himself sultan, Juzjani
sided with him. This was a strategy which Juzjani used to handle the crisis created in
1240 in Delhi between Bahram Shah and the opposing elites, who comprised various
Turkic military men and scholarly classes. Not only did they remove the sultan from
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power, but also sent a party of assassins after Juzjani during a Friday prayer.
Although he presented himself as a hero here in saving himself with the help of his
slave bodyguards, he does not provide any other information on how he as a chief
judge negotiated his way out of this attack and the crisis of succession in general.171
Juzjani, nevertheless, was a practical man, and he seems to have always found
a way to save himself during crises among the elites. Perhaps what he knew better
than his peers was that rival sultans and their elite slaves, competing over power and
resources, would also always find a way to end a crisis of succession. What seemed
most important to Juzjani was not to create any enemies for himself in this critical
time after the fall of Bahram Shah. That was why he had to make use of a strategy
with which he was most familiar: leaving one place for another, and one patron for
another. As a matter of fact, he realized quickly that it was unclear who would emerge
as victorious in Delhi, even after he himself joined a group of other elite scholars
calling for peace between the rival parties, a measure he tells us “never worked.”172
Later, he claims to have decided to “voluntarily resign” from his position as chief
judge in Delhi, describing his departure from the position as follows: “this writer on
the fourth day after the capture of Delhi [by the opponents of Bahram Shah] sought
resignation, and justice became meaningless/empty for twenty-six days until April 4,
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1243, when the judgeship was entrusted to Qazi Imad al-Din Muhammad
Shufruqani.”173

Juzjani, the Wanderer in Lakhnauti
Juzjani left Delhi during the early part of the spring season in 1243, but this
time went far from the city, first to Awadh and then even farther east to Lakhnauti,
which was a major district in Bengal. 174 He wandered for the next two years in
Awadh and Lakhnauti among various Muslim warlords. Although he indicates that he
initially left his family and relatives in Awadh and then brought them to Lakhnauti, he
claims to have taken part in several wars against various local rulers in Lakhnauti by
joining the armies of the Muslim warlords in the Bengal region.175
Juzjani claims to have been blessed during his two years’ stay in Lakhnauti
with the “abundant goodwill and countless gifts” that he received from various
Muslim warlords posted there.176 Although he might have liked living among these
warlords and receiving their protection and gifts, he never wanted to live or make a
career on the periphery of the sultanate. He appears to have his gaze directed toward
Delhi, ready to seize the right opportunity to return which is what he finally did in
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1245. In September 28, 1243, he heard the news from a new party of warlords who
arrived in Lakhnauti from Delhi that one of his chief supporters in Hindustan, Ulugh
Khan (the future sultan Balban), was appointed as Amir-i Hajib (lord chamberlain) in
Delhi. In less than six months, clashes irrupted between the older and newer Muslim
warlords over control of Lakhnauti. When the older warlords led by Malik Tughril
Khan made peace and decided to return to Delhi, Juzjani also joined them on their
journey. After a year of traveling, they arrived in Delhi on July 11, 1245.177

Juzjani, the World Scholar (Sadr-i Jahan)
After just three days of his arrival in Delhi, Ulugh Khan gave back to Juzjani
all his old positions of power, except the post of the chief judge of Hindustan. He was
now once again the head of the Madrasa-i Nasiriyya and its endowments, the judge of
Gwalior, and also the holder of a lectureship position in the Friday Mosque.
Additionally, he also received from Ulugh Khan a robe of honor and a caparisoned
horse, of which Juzjani says “no one among [my] peers has ever had such.”178
Juzjani—under the protection of Ulugh Khan—continued to rise in power and
prestige after returning to Delhi. He also showed great loyalty to Ulugh Khan by
presenting him in the TN as one of the most important anti-Mongol Muslim
commanders and a faithful servant of the sultan when, as Sunil Kumar has argued,
both the military and scholarly elites of the Delhi Sultanate were exploiting the
fortunes of wars in Hindustan and Afghanistan in order to rise to positions of
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power.179 As a matter of fact, Juzjani received not only protection from Ulugh Khan,
he also went on to become a trustee of Sultan Nasir al-Din (r. 1246–1266), a grandson
of Iltutmish, after whom he has named his book. In addition to his official positions,
Juzjani accompanied both Ulugh Khan and Sultan Nasir al-Din during their travels,
receiving lavish presents in the form of robes of honor and other human and material
objects, which Juzjani talks about in the pages of the TN.180 As a matter of fact, it was
at this time that Ulugh Khan and Sultan Nasir al-Din—his last two main patrons in
Hindustan—provided him an entire year's revenue from a village in Hansi, an aqta of
Ulugh Khan, along with forty slaves to help his sister and her family back in
Khurasan in 1251.181
Nevertheless, by this time, after living for twenty-four years among Delhi
sultans and their elites since his first arrival there in 1228, Juzjani seems to have
established himself as an undisputed authority in Islamic law and education.
Knowledge of his position comes from two sources. One is his own writing, which
records his reappointment in 1251 as chief judge of Hindustan in Delhi, while the
other sources are the writings of contemporary learned men of the Delhi Sultanate
who also hint at Juzjani’s authority.182 It is mentioned in these sources that Shaikh
Nizam al-Din Awliya, the main Sufi saint of Delhi and a contemporary of Juzjani,
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used to attend all Friday prayers to hear Juzjani’s sermons in the Friday Mosque. He
was apparently even moved by listening to Juzjani reciting his poems during these
prayers.183 This praise seems to be counterbalanced with criticism: Shaikh Nizam alDin is also reported to have told an audience that Juzjani had misused his knowledge
and authority to paint an innocent person—known to us from the TN as Maulana Nur
Turk—as an Ismaili, and had accused Nur Turk of stirring trouble among the people
of Delhi. While neither the TN nor other sources provide a complete portrait of Nur
Turk, Juzjani was clearly biased against him despite staying out of struggles among
elites. This is an exception in a work that otherwise strategically hides Juzjani’s views
on various sects of Islam.
It is clear that Juzjani’s very positions of power, such as his renewed position
as the chief judge of Hindustan, preacher of the Friday Mosque, and other
appointments, could create tensions for him and others. As a matter of fact, Juzjani
was removed again from his position as chief judge in 1252 when his main patron,
Ulugh Khan, fell from favor with Sultan Nasir al-Din after Ulugh Khan was accused
of plotting to overthrow him. 184
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This must have been again a critical situation for Juzjani. He now had to
decide between the two patrons who had backed his return to Delhi from Lakhnauti,
and secured his previous positions of power for him. Juzjani had previously employed
strategies to salvage his prestige and life by changing patrons and geographies in
Sindh and again in Delhi. However, by now he was almost sixty years old, and
perhaps tired and immobilized. All this could be true of Juzjani because he remains
completely silent in the TN about where he was, what exactly he did, who he met, and
if he traveled anywhere between 1252 (his removal as chief judge) and 1254, when he
talks again about his life in Delhi. His main supporter in Delhi, Ulugh Khan, was
basically exiled by Sultan Nasir al-Din to Nagaur (modern Rajasthan) during these
two years, but Juzjani fails to mention if he also joined his patron there.185
However, Ulugh Khan returned to Delhi in 1254 to help Sultan Nasir al-Din in
the administration of the capital, including in the royal court. Nasir al-Din had
become suspicious of the intentions of the elites who had earlier advised him to
remove Ulugh Khan from Delhi (which led to the removal of Juzjani as chief judge).
However, when Ulugh Khan came back to Delhi in 1255, Juzjani also returned to the
scene. We hear at this point that Juzjani got the title of Sadr-i Jahan (“The World
Scholar”) in April 26, 1254 from the sultan.186 Raverty has suggested, based on the
tradition of the Mughal administrative-legal rank system, that the title meant “Chief
Justice and Administrator of the Empire.” He has said that “in Akbar’s reign, sadr-e
jahan was the chief justice and administrator of the empire.”187 While this might be
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true of the Mughals, Juzjani uses it only once in the TN to refer to his official position
in the Delhi Sultanate during this period. Since he never uses it again, the title could
have been honorary, rather than an actual position of power bestowed upon Juzjani.
Nonetheless, Juzjani makes one more claim about his actual position in Delhi
in the TN as he was writing its very final chapters, in this case chapter twenty-one. He
states that “the sultan of Islam gave on Sunday, May 2nd, 1255, the law of the lands
and administration of Delhi per our agreement to this loyal subject of the state Minhaj
Siraj.”188 Whether this was an actual position of power or an explanatory description
of his honorific title of sadr-i jahan is not clear. These titles seem to have been
honorary as he was now sixty-three years old. Another reason that these positions
were likely not actual is that he mentions them just once throughout the TN; they are
different from the other titles he constantly uses to refer to himself and his various
positions of power in Hindustan.189
Although Juzjani talks about several other elites and historical events
concerning the rise to power of Ulugh Khan during the years between 1255 and 1260,
he remains almost completely silent in the TN about his own activities during this
period, and how they impacted his life, movements, and work in Delhi. He appears
too fatigued to talk about his present life in Delhi. This might be true because he ends
his book with statements like “if life prolongs and if there would be ability-aptitude in
[my] being, whatever happens would be written.” The only thing he emphasized as he
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was writing the very end of the TN was a request, asking future readers to “have a
look at these classes of people and histories [and to think about these accounts and
stories so as to get a glimpse for themselves of their situation, and the hints [”]رﻣﺰ
they provide to know them.190 Therefore, since he records the last historical event in
1260 and concludes with his wishes for people to read his book, it is likely he also did
not live after this year.
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Chapter 4
The Many Myths of Ghuri Origins

Introduction
History is, inevitably, a looking back from the place in which we now stand,
and who it is that is looking back shapes a lot of the stories we tell about the past. In
2015, during my fieldwork in South Asia, I had the good fortune of visiting the site of
my historical investigation, Ghur itself, in northwest-central Afghanistan. On hearing
of my project, on my very first day of fieldwork, the local Persian-speaking urban
intellectuals identifying themselves as “Ghuri” took me to see the Qala-i Zahhak, or
the Castle of Zahhak, a mythical, pre-Islamic king of Iran who was selected by my
primary source, Juzjani, as the ancestral patriarch of the Ghuris.
Until I visited Ghur, I had no idea of the continuing relevance of Zahhak to
discourses of Ghuri history. Nor had I known about the six built structures that
continue to be closely associated with this mythic king. It was only later that one of
my local contacts provided me with a soft copy of a new ethnography of the
historical, religious, and natural sites in Ghur that people associate with Zahhak.191
These structures are: Qala-i Zahhak (the Castle of Zahhak), Zindan-i Zahhak
(the Prison of Zahhak), Qabr-i Zahhak (the Grave of Zahhak), Burj-i Adam Khor (the
Tower of the Cannibal), Ghar-i Gau Kash (the Cow Butcher Cave), and Qala-i
Ahangaran (the Castle of the Ironsmiths). The order in which these sites are placed in
the ethnography is arbitrary, as they are located across different parts of the province
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with no physical or known historical connections to each other. The only connection
between them is the way they each popularly relate to the mythical story of Zahhak as
we know it from medieval historical and literary works, such as the Tarikh of alTabari, the Shahnameh of Ferdowsi, and Tabaqat-i Nasiri of Minhaj Siraj al-Din
Juzjani.
Standing on the Qala-i Zahhak, which the Ghuris believe to have been the
castle from which Zahhak ruled as king, I think back to where this history, now a
living history believed by the inhabitants of the land, comes from.

The Many Zahhaks in History
Before Juzjani picked Zahhak as the mythical patriarch of the Ghuris, he was a
figure in Persian mythology. So significant was his story that many medieval Islamic
writers and historians felt the need to include him in their universal Islamic history,
demonstrating just one of the many ways in which Zahhak has been used by different
historians over time. Zahhak, from the old Persian term Azi Dahaka (“dragon”), is the
most demonic figure in pre-Islamic ancient Persian mythology, with multiple heads,
mouths and eyes. In medieval Islamic historiography and in Persian epical traditions,
Zahhak becomes a mythical-historical human being. He becomes a king, though an
evil one, who lived and ruled during the dynasty of the Pishdadiyan, the first mythical
kings of Iran who are understood to have been both good and evil. The number of the
good and evil kings differs from one source to another. Generally, the good kings are
understood to have been Kiyumars, Hushang, Tahumars, and Jamshed, who were
rulers of Iran as distinct from the rulers of Arabia and Turan (latter identified as
Central Asia. Fereydun and his descendants, such as Iraj, Manuchehr, and Garshasp,
also served as good rulers of Iran during this first dynasty. Their reigns were disrupted
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by periods in which the evil kings, such as Zahhak, Afrasyab, and others, who were
kings of Arabia and Turan, ruled Iran.192
Ferdowsi is generally credited with putting disparate ancient Persian and
Islamic stories of Zahhak into an organized narrative in his epical work, the
Shahnameh, completed in 1010. However, it must be noted that Ferdowsi was not a
historian per se, and was certainly not the first person to talk about Zahhak in an
organized manner.193

Zahhaks of Tabari and Ferdowsi
Tabari, about a century before Ferdowsi and three centuries before Juzjani,
was one of the first medieval Muslim historians discussing the mythical and
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conflicting stories of Zahhak. These stories existed among various medieval Muslim
communities in the Middle East in different forms. Tabari’s intention as a historian
was to incorporate pre-Islamic Iranian history within a universalist Islamic narrative.
However, unlike Ferdowsi, Tabari takes a Biblical-Islamic approach towards Zahhak.
Tabari has emphasized Zahhak’s historical and mythical obscurity as a demon,
person, and king. According to Tabari, different people have claimed to be
descendants of Zahhak, though he also says only god can know whether he even
existed or not, and what kind of living creature he was.
It is Tabari who notes that Zahhak had also been read as a redemptive figure,
and an ancestor some people were proud to claim as their own. He cites Abu Nuwas,
one of the first great classical Arab poets of Iranian origin, who praises the grandness
of Zahhak in his works, and expresses pride in Zahhak as an ancestor of his people.
While Abu Nuwas was aware of Zahhak’s evil character, he also pointed out that
Zahhak “followed his own paths,” and highlighted that Abu Nuwas’s people even
worshipped the mythic king.
Tabari seems to prefer this idea of Zahhak as it better suits his purposes of
writing a universal Islamic history. Tabari has included a lengthy discussion in his
work about how the people of Yemen and Iran differed in their stories and claims of
Zahhak as one of their ancestors. Tabari cites Hisham ibn al-Kalbi, one of the first
classical Arab genealogists, as saying that Yemenis claimed Zahhak as their ancestor.
Tabari seems to point out that this claim of the Yemenis fits with the Persian narrative
as the Persians have also mentioned that Zahhak went on to become king of Yemen.
However, Tabari mentions it is not clear why the Persians did not believe, as the
Yemenis did, that Zahhak had a brother who was the king of Egypt, and an ancestor
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of the Pharaohs. Had the Persians also had this belief, the Islamic history would have
covered even more ground, becoming even more comprehensive and universal.
Having mentioned this, Tabari continues by highlighting that the Persians
provide a genealogical lineage for Zahhak, which goes eight generations back to
Kiyumars, the first human being. These eight generations were as follows: Zahhak
was son of Arwandasb, son of Zinka, son of Wirushak, son of Taj, son of Frowak, son
of Siyamak, son of Mashi, who was son of Kiyomars. Zahhak’s mother was Wadak, a
woman from Babel, who also had two more sons named Sarbaqwar and Baqwar.
While Tabari seems to have concerns regarding historicity and accuracy, we also see
in his work a clear blending of history and myth. Tabari has gone on to say that
Zahhak ruled Iran for one thousand years, and that his capital was in Iraq around the
vicinity of Kufa. As a king, he was very cruel: e had two pieces of flesh ()دو ﭘﺎره ﮔﻮﺷﺖ
on his shoulders, described as serpents, whom Zahhak had to feed with human brains.
The cruelty of Zahhak, and his serpents’ voracity, made people tire of him. At the
order of Fereydun, who was saved as a child by his mother from being eaten by
Zahhak’s serpents, he was eventually confronted by Kawa, who functioned as a
commander in the army of Fereydun. Rallying people behind himself, Kawa led the
battle against Zahhak, raiding his capital, and putting him in prison.
Tabari is also careful to point out that other people say it was Fereydun
himself who raided Zahhak’s capital when the latter was in Hind. In this version,
when Zahhak returned to his capital, Fereydun intoxicated and outwitted him by
sending two women to seduce him. Zahhak was then chained and imprisoned in the
mythical mountain of Damavand in Iran until he died there.
We see Tabari’s anxiety in incorporating Zahhak into a universal history in his
conclusion. In his final comments, Tabari places Zahhak within a larger Biblical
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tradition of origin myths, stating that it was possible Zahhak was in reality the
rebellious Biblical king Nimrud, from the ancient mythical kingdom of Babel, who
had defied god.194
Recent works on pre-Islamic Persian epical traditions have showed that Tabari
was successful in his venture to draw both conceptual as well as historical-mythical
links between the ancient Persian kings and prophets and the Biblical-Islamic ones.
For example, Kiyumars, the first Iranian human, was abstracted as Adam, the first
Biblical human.195
Ferdowsi, who we earlier saw as a key figure in bringing together the many
myths of Zahhak, was aware of Tabari’s works but did not necessarily follow his
formulation of linking pre-Islamic Iranian history to Biblical-Islamic imaginaries.
Instead, he was focused on producing a coherent mythical narrative from the various
disparate pasts of the ancient Persians.196
However, it would be a mistake to classify Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh as mere
myth, and therefore void of historical content. As Dick Davis has argued, we must
take note of Ferdowsi’s emphasis on the importance and crisis of kinship and
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authority in pre-Islamic Iran by comparing and contrasting ideals of good and evil
kingship in the various mythical episodes of Iran’s pasts. This is exemplified by the
epical story of Zahhak, who first kills his father at the order of Satan, and
subsequently develops a lust for the conquest of the physical world. This leads him to
eventually overthrow and execute the first good king of ancient Iran, Jamshed.197

Zahhaks of Regional Historians
Zahhak has also been the subject of sustained discussion by other medieval
Persian historians of Islam, such as the tenth-century Samanid historian Balami, the
eleventh-century Ghaznavid Gardizi, and our own Juzjani. They have appropriated in
their works the figure of Zahhak by linking him to their own local histories, such as
the discourses of social origins, kinship, and authority among rulers, aristocrats, and
other elite people who they served as courtiers, historians, and genealogists. For
example, Juzjani’s main intention seems to have been to fit the local mythicalhistorical pasts of the Ghuris into a universal Islamic narrative.
Thus, the intention of Juzjani should be understood as different from the
universalist and epic aims of Tabari and Ferdowsi. Both Tabari and Ferdowsi were
primarily concerned with the creation of a universalist Islamic history by interpreting
and incorporating the history of pre-Islamic Iran into it.
Interestingly, these regional medieval Persian historians of Islamic Iran, such
as Juzjani, have not necessarily followed Tabari or Ferdowsi in their stories of
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Zahhak, even though Juzjani states that he had access to their works. For example,
Juzjani has all sorts of additions and omissions to the story of Zahhak compared to the
ones provided by Tabari and Ferdowsi. Moreover, while he mentions these works in
his discussion of Zahhak as a global mythical figure of the ancient Iranians, he does
not cite their works as his sources for telling the story itself and Zahhak’s ancestral
relationship to the Ghuris.198
He cites as his main sources two other authorities. One is the work of a tenth
century jurist-historian from Jerusalem known as Abu Nasr al-Mutahhar ibn Tahir alMaqdisi, who produced a universal Islamic history under the title of Kitab al-Bad wa
al-Tarikh (Book of the Creation and History). He supposedly wrote his work in 966 in
the city of Bust in Sistan under the patronage of the Samanids.199 Another source on
which Juzjani has relied for telling the pre-Islamic history of the Ghuris, especially
presenting Zahhak as the ancestor of the Ghuri royal house, was the Tree of the
Genealogies of Fakhr-i Mudabbir, which Juzjani has claimed was read to him when
he was a child by the Ghuri princess, Ma Malik. Although Juzjani has preferred to use
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these two sources for the story of Zahhak, he has his own additions and omissions to
the story in the TN.200 As we will see later, these additions and omissions are
particularly telling and reveal Juzjani’s hand in inventing Zahhak as an ancestor of the
Ghuris. However, before we get to that, let us first take a look at al-Maqdisi’s Zahhak.

Al-Maqdisi’s Zahhak
Jamshed, the good king, used to be the ruler of Iran and the Seven Climes, an
ancient way of dividing the regions of the world. Iblis built him a set of wings, or a
plane, ( )ﮔﺮدوﻧﮫwith which he flew all over the world. His first flight was on the first of
Farvardin (March 21st), which he named thereafter nawruz or “new day,” a spring
festival, and the first day of the calendars in Iran and Afghanistan. Jamshed knew
both the sciences of astrology and medicine. He asked God to rid his lands of disease
and illness. God ordered him to go to the mountain Alburz which al-Maqdisi
identifies with the mythological mountain of Qaf.
After he saw this miracle, Jamshed became angry about not being able to
challenge the power of God. He became a kafir or an infidel by leaving the Alburz
mountain and coming down to earth. He then wandered for one hundred years in the
world until Zahhak decided to unseat him as the king of Iran. Zahhak eventually
captured, and eliminated Jamshed by sawing him alive. Afterwards, he became the
king of Iran and the Seven Climes. He had two snakes on his shoulders, as well as
three mouths and six eyes. People had to deliver a young boy every day to feed his
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two snakes. Zahhak went on to rule for one day and a half less than one thousand
years. He then had a dream one night in which he saw an angel coming from the sky.
Astrologers advised him that a son was going to be born who would destroy his
kingdom. Terrified by this story, Zahhak ordered every new born son in his kingdom
killed. Fereydun survived this after his mother saved him from Zahhak. As people
became tired of Zahhak, Kawa, whose own son had already been eaten by Zahhak’s
snakes, rose against him in Isfahan, and called upon people to come forward for a
final war against the tyrant. Zahhak escaped in fear, but Kawa helped to elect
Fereydun as king of Iran, who then ordered him to look for Zahhak. After Kawa
found Zahhak, he chained him up in the mountain of Damavand (near Tehran today),
an important mountain in Persian mythology.
There are several aspects in the story of Zahhak as told by Maqdisi that appear
neither in Tabari’s nor Ferdowsi’s works, and are also missing from Juzjani’s
retelling. First, al-Maqdisi has added to the story that the Kurds were the descendants
of Azmail, who used to be a cook in the imperial kitchen of Zahhak. Second, Maqdisi
has a complex understanding of whether or not the story is history or myth. He
suggests that the story of Zahhak is, at its core, like the stories of all prophets, which
are filled with miracles, obscurities, and whisperings. Thus, three possibilities exist in
order to make sense of these stories: either the story is a miracle that really occurred,
or it is a revelation yet to happen, or it is entirely false and made up. However, our
job, Maqdisi suggests, is to learn from the story and not to judge it.201
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It is this broad, descriptive take that is a feature of al-Maqdisi’s entire account
of Zahhak. Instead of placing the mythical-historical figure of Zahhak into binary and
conflicting categories of Arab versus Ajam or good versus evil kings, as both Tabari
and Ferdowsi do in their tellings, Maqdisi seems to have been interested in simply
unpacking a story without needing to force classifications. He suggests that in the end
it all comes down to one’s personal belief. If one ought to believe that miracles
happen and prophets exist, stories, such as those of both Jamshed and Zahhak might
also make sense.
Since the story of Ghur seems to be one of defying binaries, it would make
sense for Maqdisi to be important to Juzjani. However, this is speculative. We do not
know precisely why Juzjani preferred one group of sources over another in linking
Zahhak to the Ghuris, as we do with respect to his other sources. For example, we
know from Juzjani himself why he used Fakhr-i Mudabbir’s Tree of Genealogy: it
was from this work that he remembered, since his very childhood, the story of
Zahhak, as the work was introduced to him by his foster-mother Ma Malik.
What may have been his other reasons for choosing Maqdisi’s Book of the
Creation and History as his source on Zahhak? Maqdisi and Juzjani were both
professional jurists who became historians at the end of their lives. It might have
sounded appealing to Juzjani to use the work of a scholar similar to himself, but
Tabari was also a professional jurist. So, it is not clear why he chose Maqdisi’s work
over Tabari’s, and for that matter Ferdowsi’s, especially since he had access to both.
As a matter of fact, Juzjani had access to three other well-known medieval Islamic
histories in which the story of Zahhak appeared, but he failed to use them as his
sources on the story of Zahhak and the Ghuris. These other works are Abul Fazl
Mohammad Balami’s tenth century Tarikhnama, Abu Said Abdul Hayy Gardizi’s
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eleventh century Tarikh-i Gardizi (also known as Zayn al-Akhbar), and Abul Fazl
Bayhaqi’s Tarikh-i Bayhaqi.202
Even though we do not know exactly why Juzjani picked Maqdisi, we do
know that the differences between his story and Maqdisi’s are telling. Even though
Juzjani credits Maqdisi as his primary source, we know that Maqdisi never says that
Zahhak is the ancestor of the Ghuris. In fact, he does not talk about Ghur or Ghuris at
all. This is an important hint that Juzjani interpolated the idea of Zahhak being the
ancestor of the Ghuris in historical record.
While Zahhak is invented as a historical figure by Juzjani, he also recounts in
different ways his mythical story in the TN. The mythical component has nothing to
do with the Ghuris, but the historical component, which relates more to Zahhak’s
successors, seems to be the central link of Zahhak to Ghur. Now, let us consider
Juzjani’s telling of the story of Zahhak.

Interpretative Myths
There are several modes of historical interpretation that Juzjani follows
regarding the origin story of the Ghuris. However, he has organized the three tabaqat
concerning the Ghuris around three modes of mythical interpretation: a pre-Islamic
Persian framework, an Islamic framework, and a Turco-Mongolian one. This chapter
focuses on the Persian framework. In it, Juzjani illustrates the Ghuris’ pre-Islamic
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Persian historical myths prior. In the Islamic framework, which I focus on in Chapter
Five, Juzjani replaces the figure of Zahhak as ancestor of the Ghuris with the figure of
Ali ibn Talib who converts the Ghuris to Islam. And in the Turco-Mongol framework,
Juzjani moves away from origin stories of the Ghuris to their adopted children, the
Muezzi and Shamsi slave kings of Hindustan.
When it comes to the story of Zahhak, the boundaries between myth and
history are subject to different interpretations in the TN. The boundaries are not only
blurred, but the categories themselves are also contradictory, and inherently at conflict
both in terms of time and space as well as historical process. That is why a solely
rationalist-empirical approach does not help us when interpreting the text. What,
however, we could do is try and make sense of Juzjani’s literary and historical
motivations by interrogating his account of the Ghuri origin narratives from multiple
perspectives. In this chapter, I have relied on Julie S. Meisami’s important argument
that medieval Persian historical works are not just histories. They are also
fundamentally works of literature. In the words of Meisami:

[A] work of history, like any other composition (written or oral) is,
first and foremost, a construct of language. The events recorded, the
actors in those events, the circumstances and locations in which the
events took place, and the cultural, societal, or political or religious
details which surrounded them, are filtered not only through the
writers’ sensibility, bias, or agenda, but, most importantly, through the
medium of language. Thus, historical works are not merely records of
the past, but literary texts that may be approached through literary
analysis.203
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Following Meisami, I argue that it is only useful and exciting when we closely
read the TN not only as a historical work in which events and actors or dates and
numbers are recorded by Juzjani, but also as a text with wider literary contexts and
mythical contents, and trace the motivations behind the author’s rhetorical and source
choices. As we will shortly see, Juzjani used a diverse body of textual and oral
materials to interpret and link the mythical and historical origins of the Ghuris to a
global Islamic narrative. The key approach, which makes the TN a unique work of the
period, lies in the ways that he convolutes the universal Islamic history and Persian
mode of historical narrative as an analytical framework to conceive of the Ghuris as a
distinct social group or a tabaqa in medieval Islamic history. Before we proceed to
the actual analysis of the origin narratives of the Ghuris in the TN, I want to note here
that my use of tabaqa simply refers here to a social group, such as a ruling house like
the tabaqa of the “Ghaznavids” as oppose to the tabaqah of the “Ghuris,” and so on.
This meaning of tabaqa is closest to Franz Rosenthal’s definition. He has argued that
tabaqat was a special genre of medieval Islamic historiography by which Muslim
traditionists and compilers of the Hadith literature were able to link cultural and social
biographies of various different individuals and groups, such as the members of
Muhammad’s family, his followers, and others, to the very figure of the Muslim
prophet. Juzjani has also used his tabaqat not only to conceive of the Ghuris as one
among many other tabaqat in medieval Islamic worlds, but also to invent them both
in historical and mythical terms.204
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Families of Zahhaks
To tell the story of how Zahhak came to be the founding patriarch of the
Ghuris in the TN, Juzjani turns to Zahhak’s several sons and at least two brothers and
their families. Juzjani’s main intention here seems to be the construction of a family
story for the Ghuris which was not necessarily bound to a sole mythical character.
The conventional elements of the story of Zahhak told by Juzjani are not different
from the ones that other medieval Muslim historians narrate: he is still an evil king
who kills the good king Jamshed, and rules until he is unseated by Fereydun. What
Juzjani adds to the story are several other things.
First, he emphasizes that Zahhak is fundamentally an obscure figure in
history, and that there is great disagreement over his and his forefathers’ lineage.205
Juzjani offers this obscurity as the reason for the many different views amongst
Muslim historians about his genealogical lineage. In one case, Juzjani reports, Zahhak
is introduced as an elder son of Noah, a Biblical-Islamic prophet. According to this
line of genealogical descent going back eight generations to Noah, Juzjani provides
the following lineage for Zahhak: he was son of Alwan, son of Alaq, son of Ghauz,
son of Aram, son of Sam, who was the son of Noah. However, Juzjani highlights that
other people believe Zahhak is rather an eighth-generation descendent of Kiyumars,
the first human being in Persian mythology. Per this line of argument, Zahhak was the
son of Ranbaka, son of Tazio, son of Sad, son of Farawal, son of Seyamak, who was
the son of Kiyumars. It must be noted that this is a different line from Kiyumars than
the one suggested by Tabari. However, the discrepancy in the global mythical lineage
of Zahhak, either being the son of Noah or Kiyumars, does not seem to have been of
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great interest to Juzjani. What interests him most is his double presence, both at the
local level among the Ghuris and at the global level among the medieval Muslim
historians.206
To tell a complete story, Juzjani shifts his focus from the obscurity of
Zahhak’s ancestors to his family’s arrival in Ghur. According to Juzjani, there were
two types of stories circulating in Ghur. One is that of Fakhr-i Mudabbir’s Tree of
Genealogies. According to this story, Zahhak had two brothers whose names were
Sur and Sam, as well as several others . One of Zahhak’s sons, named Bastam, was
ruler of Hindustan and Sind when Zahhak was alive and ruling in Iran. When Zahhak
was defeated and imprisoned, Bastam and his uncles were forced to think about ways
to stand against Fereydun. Here Juzjani follows the conventional narrative: Fereydun
is victorious as a good king of Iran in his war against Zahhak. Moreover, he sends his
army after Zahhak’s children and brothers to Hind and Sind. Neither Sur and Sam nor
Bastam can stand against Fereydun.
It is here that Juzjani invents a new plotline in his story of Zahhak. This
linkage is not only conceptual, but also direct. After Bastam and his two uncles lose
the battle against Fereydun’s army in Hindustan, they and their families leave for
other lands, wandering from one to the other. The first lands they migrate to are the
regions of Bamiyan, Tukharistan, and Shughnan.207 However, they have to leave these
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regions for they could not be safe in them, especially after Fereydun finds out about
their location.208
It is exactly in this part of the story, a moment of migration from one place,
Hind and Sind, to another, Bamiyan and Tukharistan, that Juzjani makes a direct
connection between Zahhak’s children and the Ghuris. First of all, he claims that the
children of Zahhak already knew the lands of Ghur when they migrated to the regions
of Bamiyan and Tukharistan from Hindustan. He says they would go to Ghur for
hunting expeditions. However, they did not call it Ghur, and instead referred to it as
One Thousand Springs ()ھﺰار ﭼﺸﻤﮫ. As a matter of fact, according to Juzjani, the very
“abundance of springs and other watering streams” in Ghur was one of the main
reasons for them to choose it ultimately as a permanent place for themselves.
Nevertheless, Juzjani says that this was just one story about how the kingdom of Ghur
was founded by the children of Zahhak.209
According to the second version of the story, which Juzjani claims was
popular, especially among the historians of the Ghaznavid courts, it was the children
of Zahhak’s two brothers who came to Ghur and founded the kingdom. The
Ghaznavid source, which Juzjani cites for the second version of the story, is what he
calls Muntakhab-i Nasiri. Although he does not provide evidence for it, Habibi has
suggested that the Muntakhab-i Nasiri is a lost volume of the Ghaznavid court
historian Abul Fazl Bayhaqi’s work known to us as Tarikh-i Bayhaqi.210
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Nonetheless, Juzjani expands his narrative of the founding patriarchs of the
Ghuris by explaining the kinship and authority relations between Zahhak’s two
brothers, their children, and Bastam. First, he gives a broader Perso-Islamic context.
He says: after Fereydun captured the kingdoms of the world and imprisoned Zahhak,
Sur and Sam along with their families escaped to the mountain of Nahavand in Iran,
the famous site of one of the last great battles between the Arabs against the
Sassanians.211 He does not tell us where these brothers were when Zahhak was alive.
He also does not mention that Bastam accompanied his uncles to Nahavand. In this
telling, Juzjani establishes a metaphorically patrilineal beginning that is dialectical in
nature: Sur is elder than Sam. The former has a daughter while the latter has a son.
According to Juzjani, Sur was now chosen as Amir of the Ghuris, while Sam was their
military commander (—)ﺳﭙﮭﺴﺎﻻرa division that we will see later repeated between the
ruling houses of Islamic Ghur. However, this peaceful coexistence between the
brothers changed when Sur’s daughter and Sam’s son fell in love with each other. In
the words of Juzjani:

Amir Sur had a daughter and Sepahsalar a son. Both cousins were engaged
since childhood. They fell in love with each other. Sepahsalar Sam died, and
his son was brave and a warrior. There was no one at that time like him in
manhood and bravery. After the death of his father, those who were jealous of
him came near the amir and vilified him. The uncle got upset with him, and
decided to marry his daughter in another land to kings of neighboring
countries. When that girl found out, she informed her cousin. That night, he
unlocked the door to the house. He took around ten of the best horses from
Amir Sur’s stable ( )آﺧﺮand placed the girl and her belongings on one of them.
He took as much cash as possible and ran away. They arrived near the
foothills of the Ghur mountains and settled there. They called it Zumandish
211
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()زوﻣﻨﺪﯾﺶ, which thereafter was named Mandish ()ﻣﻨﺪﯾﺶ. They prospered
therein under the protection of Bastam.212
What is often ignored about Juzjani is that, in addition to his mastery of
historical narrative, he is also a great story teller. He always makes sure to give a
universal context to his local stories, and describe the local effects of universal ones.
In other words, he connects Ghur to the world, and the world to Ghur. For example,
he connects his story of the founding of the kingdom of Ghur by the children and
brothers of Zahhak to that of Fereydun. He achieves this by telling us that Fereydun
tried one more time, the last of three, to conquer Ghur, and make Bastam submit.
However, his multiple attempts all ended up failing. His three sons (Salm, Tur, and
Iraj) also failed to take any action against Bastam. Since Fereydun then became
worried about the internal fighting that had started among his own three sons, Bastam,
who was now the amir of Ghur, sent his envoys to Fereydun to make peace, which he
accepted. The enactment of peace between the children of Fereydun and the children
of Zahhak allowed the Ghuris to continue their lives in Ghur in prosperous and
harmonious conditions. Bastam, for example, invited all the other children and
relatives of Zahhak, including “tribes of Arabs,” to come settle down in Ghur. They
all came to Ghur and populated it in great numbers.213
Juzjani goes further in his attempts to link Ghur to Islam, and as a Muslim
historian, ends his mythical story of the pre-Islamic founding patriarchs of the Ghuris
by invoking that this is an act and wish of God: to create good kings out of evil ones.
In his own words:
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The Almighty God had intended to have pious kings and victorious
sovereigns created from that lineage [Zahhak’s], so He blessed those people
[the Ghuris] when they accepted the religion of Islam. From the mine of their
seed, the jewels of a sultanate were founded, and thousands of minbars and
mihrabs were erected instead of old temples, and the voice of Islam appeared
until the very end of Hindustan, which has as its border the Sea of China.214
After establishing a composite of mythical characters as the founding
patriarchs of the Ghuris, and establishing a mythical geography for them, Juzjani
offers no further explicit discussion about Zahhak, his children, or about his two
brothers, Sur and Sam. This was a typical trope, as Mohammad Tavakoli-Targhi has
argued, among many medieval Muslim historians to suppress and terminate the
Persian historical and mythical pasts of Iran in their works while turning towards an
Islamic beginning.215 Juzjani very much proves a good example of such historians.
After his narration that Bastam and his uncles established the kingdom of Ghur,
Juzjani does not provide any more details about their pre-Islamic mythical pasts. He
instead jumps to their Islamic genealogical discourses by inventing various other
Muslim-based origin stories both for and of the Ghuris. In these stories, Juzjani
focuses on several medieval Islamic-historical processes in which the Ghuris are
reported to have taken an active part, such as their claims to have been converted to
Islam by Ali ibn Abi Talib, their participation in the Abbasid Revolution in the eighth
century, and their commitment to the religion of Islam. These, however are the
subject of analysis in Chapter Five. For now, let us briefly consider the key sources
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Juzjani uses in constructing this pre-Islamic narrative of the Ghuris, and how they
have influenced its shape.

The Persistence of Zahhak in Modern Ghur
When I went to Ghur for my fieldwork in 2015, little did I know that I would
encounter the myths of Zahhak as living history dotting its landscape. I mentioned
earlier in this chapter six built structures that continue to be associated with Zahhak.
As I subsequently discovered, all the six structures in Ghur have hermeneutic values
that straddle mythical and historical discourses regarding the social and cultural
origins of the Ghuris.
Qala-i Zahhak, for example, is believed to have been the castle from which
Zahhak ruled as king of pre-Islamic Iran. The Ghar-i Gau Kash is identified as the
cave in which Kawa, the mythical anti-Zahhak warrior, was hidden as a child from
Zahhak’s two snakes. Qala-i Ahangaran is the ironsmith castle from which Kawa the
Ironsmith came and rallied people to revolt against Zahhak at the order of Fereydun,
the good king of Iran. Zindan-i Zahhak is the prison where Fereydun imprisoned
Zahhak for eternity. Although Zahhak does not die in the story as it is told in the pre-
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Islamic Avestan and Pahlavi literature and in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, Qabr-i Zahhak
is the graveyard in Ghur where Zahhak is said to be buried.216
In addition to their role in popular traditions, the natural formations and
semiotic symbolisms of these multiple Zahhak structures in Ghur are no less revealing
than their mythical foundations. The structure can feel illusive: as one walks over the
existing ruins of Qala-i Zahhak, spreading about three hundred meters on four sides,
they might not feel at first that they are actually on a naturally-formed hilltop that is
about two thousand two hundred meters above sea level. The built-structure itself,
about two kilometers east of the provincial capital of Firuzkoh, the mythical-historical
capital of the medieval Ghuri dynasty, is located on the main road between Ghur and
Bamiyan (see pictures 1-3).217
As a matter of fact, the Ghur-Bamiyan road, one among many routes
connecting this part of central Afghanistan to the rest of the country, goes through the
very middle of the Qala-i Zahhak, dividing it into two halves. The northern parts of
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the structure are closed off by the Harirud river, one of the major rivers that originate
from the mountaintop snows and natural springs of the Hindukush Mountains and
flow into the plains of Herat. The river itself divides into two halves the plains of the
Firuzkoh valley, which in its entirety looks like a deep bowl placed in a tray of
mountains. The northern half is popularly known as Safid Koh or the White
Mountain, and the southern half as Siya Koh or the Black Mountain.
The dominant Persian-speaking inhabitants of Firuzkoh, or “Ghuri” as they
identify themselves in terms of their provincial-ethnic identity, along with its about
one hundred Pashto-speaking families, who self-identify as “Wardakis,” know the
area of Qala-i Zahhak through three Persian terms: Qarya-i Puz-i Lich (the Water
Snout Village), Qala-i Zahhak (the Castle of Zahhak), and Qala-i Akbar Beg Zahhak
(The Castle of Akbar Beg Zahhak). The Persian name of the village, Qarya-i Puz-i
Lich (The Water Snout Village), refers to a naturally-formed spring located inside the
castle that runs underneath the hilltop, flowing immediately into the Harirud River,
which separates the castle on the south from the White Mountain. Modern Ghuris,
extending the narrative, dispute that the spring was formed naturally. They believe
that Zahhak himself built it as an irrigation canal from the White Mountain to supply
fresh water for the castle.218
It is not an exaggeration to perceive the history of Ghur as a living history.
Qala-i Zahhak is certainly not just a natural and mythical space in Ghur. It is also a
habitus. Local Wardakis use the current ruins of Qala-i Zahhak as a living space.
Travelers, who commute between Ghur and Bamiyan use it as a resting stop for fresh
water from its spring, and for the scenic view it provides of Firuzkoh Provincial
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Airport and downtown Firuzkoh. Indeed, the local Ghuri provincialists, made up of
mainly Persian-speaking intellectuals, show it off to Afghan and global visitors as a
key site of their ancient history.219
Besides its physical form and allegorical meaning for the Ghuris, Qala-i
Zahhak has recently been a site of global archaeological activity and imperial
governance.220 For example, Lithuanian archaeologists, who were brought to Ghur by
the Lithuanian Provincial Reconstruction Team, one of the thirty-four provincial
teams that the United States army created to govern each province after its invasion of
the country in 2001, also surveyed Qala-i Zahhak among other sites in Ghur.
Although they have not published all their findings (a trend common among the
archaeologists of Afghanistan), it has been reported that they found archaeological
materials, such as fragments of pottery, evidence of brick-building, and other objects.
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They have used these materials to date Qala-i Zahhak as far back as the 4th
millennium BCE.221

Conclusion
While it is useful to note that the Lithuanian archaeologists were only the
latest of groups of people and institutions equipped with resources, knowledge, and
their own agendas to dig into the Qala-i Zahhak and elsewhere across the region of
Ghur, the archaeological evidence is not the main focus of this chapter.222 Nor is it the
objective of this chapter to provide an ethnographic history of Zahhak in
contemporary Persian folklore and historical literature. We cannot surmise much from
the existence of these sites today as Zahhak is, after all, a well-known legendary
figure among various peoples of the Persianate societies in South and Central Asia,
and there are several archaeological and natural sites that are popularly named after
him in contemporary Iran. For example, like the Qala-i Zahhak in Ghur, there is one
Qala-i Zahhak in the Iranian province of East Azerbaijan.
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Rather, the chapter had three other purposes. First, it has shown how Minhaj
Siraj al-Din Juzjani envisioned and invented a mythical genealogical descent for the
Ghuris in the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, which straddles an Islamic-centered and an Iraniancentered view of historical discourse. I established this by cross-examining the
medieval sources that Juzjani relied on for a mythical origin story for the Ghuris.
Second, in reading against the grain these sections of the TN, I argued that Juzjani
comes up with several mythical and historical narratives for the Ghuris, which best
capture the anxieties of a medieval Muslim historian aiming to reconcile and
incorporate local origin claims into a universalist Islamic narrative. Third, I showed
that in order to accomplish this, Juzjani has done several things. He has used a diverse
body of textual and oral accounts to construct the cultural and social origins of the
Ghuris. In doing so, he has attempted to synchronize their local pre-Islamic Iranian
pasts into an Islamic beginning. Ghuris are constructed as descendants of the preIslamic mythical king of Iran, Zahhak, within a Perso-Islamic framework. This
construction both made sense and was necessary for a medieval Persian historian like
Juzjani to fit the unknown pre-Islamic origins of the Ghuris into his own agenda of
writing a universal history of Islam.
Moreover, in order to solidify the mythical Persian origins of the Ghuris and
their Islamic identity, Juzjani incorporates their mythical Persian pasts into an Islamic
one by further inventing a historical-religious relationship between the Ghuris and Ali
ibn Abi Talib, the Fourth Caliph of the Sunni Muslims and the founding Imam of Shia
Islam. Although it is not clear from which religion the Ghuris converted to Islam,
Juzjani narrates that the Ghuris become Muslims during the reign of Ali in the midseventh century, when Ali personally converted them. Nevertheless, historians of
Islamic Iran have now strongly argued that reconciling Iran’s pre-Islamic origin
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stories into an Islamic beginning was a major exegetical discourse that all other
medieval Muslim historians paid special attention to, making Juzjani a follower of
this trend rather than an inventor of it.223
Drawing on all this evidence, this chapter offers a counter-historical analysis
of the genealogical descent of the Ghuris as it appears in the TN versus how it is
understood in existing histories. Indeed, these analyses relate to two modern
arguments that exist in the historiography of Ghuri identity: the colonial origins of the
Ghuris and the modern Afghan theories concerning them. In the twentieth century,
within the discourses of the ethnicization and provincialization of identity, ethnonationalists and provincialists (across the region, from Pakistan to Afghanistan and to
the modern administrative province of Ghur) have advanced the previously communal
labels left over for them by the colonial machinery by further sectarianizing the
mythical and geographical origins of the Ghuris and presenting them in their modern
works as ancient Pashtuns, Tajiks, and Ghuris. For example, Abdul Hay Habibi, the
Afghan editor of the TN, was the key proponent of the Afghan theory of the Ghuris,
and more specifically of the Ghuris being one of the original ancestors of the modern
Pashtuns. In his laborious editing of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, he went on using colonial
philology. For example, he has suggested that Juzjani’s mythical Zahhak referred to
Sahak, the name of a major Ghilzai Pashtun tribe.224
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Other Afghan nationalist historians based in Kabul followed Habibi in his
formulation of the Ghuris as ancestors of modern Afghans. However, contemporary
Ghuris, mostly Persian-speaking provincialists with access to local and global
historical literature, have begun to reject both the Afghan origin of the Ghuris and the
colonially-manufactured Muslim origins. They have instead further provincialized the
Ghuris following their own agendas by making them just “Ghuris.”225
Revisionist scholars have now responded to these colonial and nationalistic
origin theories. However, they have not paid sustained attention to how Juzjani had
envisioned and invented them in the TN. They did rely on the work to elucidate the
medieval genealogical origins of the Ghuris, but they never showed any concrete
interest in putting these origins in a larger perspective. For example, Euro-American
scholars of the Islamic history of Afghanistan and Iran have long argued that the
Ghuris, or rather just its royal house of the Shansabs, were a people of obscure
origins, without fully investigating what is known about these origins. Their accounts
of the emergence of the Ghuris have neither a historical nor a literary perspective.
Even their social and political appearance as a dynastic house during the eleventh
century is treated by Euro-American scholars more like an accident than the product
of historical process.
For instance, Bosworth, one of the first scholars to write on the Ghuris, has
long suggested that the Ghuris’ emergence in history was a sort of “interlude” in
medieval Iranian history.226 He suggested in several works that the Ghuris, especially
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prior to their rise to power during the second half of the twelfth century, were isolated
geographically from, and backward culturally compared to, the surrounding Muslim
cities and regions, such as Herat and Nishapur. These cities have produced many preIslamic and Islamic dynastic histories, biographical dictionaries, and local histories.
Ghur, unlike them, did not produce any great scholars in the medieval Islamic world
who became famous or influential. Bosworth has even cast doubt on Minhaj Siraj alDin Juzjani, by claiming he was “premature” in proposing that there were Muslims in
Ghur as far back as the ninth century.227 It is in the service of a narrative of Ghuri
obscurity, as told from the perspective of a scholar of Ghaznavid histories, that these
ideas have been propagated.
As it turns out, Bosworth’s hypotheses have been challenged by the recent
revisionist work of art historians such as Finbarr Flood and Alka Patel, and the
archaeologist David Thomas. These scholars have pushed back against the cultural
backwardness thesis regarding the Ghuri dynasty. However, the methodological
approach of this chapter departs from theirs for it revisits from a historical and literary
perspective the ways in which Juzjani, as a medieval Muslim historian, envisioned
and invented the social origins of the Ghuris within an Islamic-centered historical
narrative in the Tabaqat-i Nasiri.228
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Chapter 5
The Domestic Lives of the Ghuri Patriarchs, 11th–12th Centuries

Introduction
It is in the nature of histories to privilege certain periods in the lives of a
people while neglecting others. The reasons for doing so vary, from a bias towards
imperial histories against local histories, to the greater proliferation of sources that
accompany the rise of an imperial dynasty. This is the case even when there is much
to know about, and learn from, these other periods and people.
The effects of this bias become untenable when the very narratives of these
local, or pre-imperial, histories are formed from the perspective of imperial sources. If
we accept these narratives without examining the evidence provided by sources
emerging from the land that have been collapsed into universalized imperial histories,
we can fall prey to false ideas about the process of history.
This is made particularly apparent in the case of the Ghuris, since they have
known both imperial glory and local status. This has resulted in two issues with their
historiography. First, previous scholars have looked at the rise of the Ghuris from an
outside perspective by relying on the dynastic narratives that the Ghaznavid and other
regional dynasties have provided on them. As already mentioned, this is most notable
in the work of Bosworth who, starting from Ghaznavid imperial sources, discredits
Juzjani’s account of the early history of Ghur, and instead emphasizes their cultural
and geographical “backwardness” compare to the Ghaznavids, and even characterizes
the rise of the Ghuris to imperial power as “meteoric,” a “temporary mark,” and just
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an “interlude” in Iranian medieval Islamic history.229 This chapter challenges this
conclusion. Its rereading of the available sources proves that, far from being some
kind of spontaneous eruption, very particular processes were required for the rise of
the Ghuris to imperial status.
The second problem with the historiography of Ghur is that even when Ghuri
sources have been considered, the historiographical and theoretical focus has rested
on the Ghuris’ imperial role in the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate in Hindustan
at the end of the twelfth century. This has led to rich accounts of the importance of the
military and ethnic composition of the dynasty’s Turco-Persian elites, their political
and military encounters in North India, and the imperial patronage they bestowed
towards building grand architectural monuments across the Subcontinent. Recent
studies have provided a solid theoretical and historiographical background for
considering the political, military, and archaeological histories of the Ghuris at an
imperial level. However, as a result, the history of pre-imperial Ghur, and even the
records that are present in much-studied sources like Juzjani’s Tabaqat-i Nasiri, have
been overshadowed in the existing scholarship.
Nevertheless, for any analysis of the Ghuris’ imperial role in medieval India to
be complete, it is important to consider the local and regional transformations that
helped the Ghuris to change themselves from obscure clan-based chiefs into regional
monarchical houses and elites. This entailed a long process of changes in their
personal, interpersonal, familial, and kinship lives.
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An additional benefit lies in investigating these aspects of Ghuri history: a
careful consideration of the historical processes occurring in pre-imperial Ghur will
also provide insights into how Islamic authority operated in medieval rural, as
opposed to urban, Afghanistan.230

The Study of Domestic Lives as the Key to Filling the Lacunae in
Ghuri History
In order to understand how kinship formation led to the rise of the Ghuris and
to understand how Islamic authority operated in Afghanistan, a key body of evidence
is the record of the domestic lives of the early Ghuri patriarchs during the eleventh
and twelfth centuries. The Ghuris, as petty rural chiefs, took advantage of their
kinship and political relations both among themselves and with the Ghaznavids (977–

230

For analyses on the importance of domestic lives towards the formulation of

kingship and authority in medieval and early modern South Asia, especially the
complex political, kinship, and interpersonal alliances between rural clan-based chiefs
and urban-based imperial polities, see Ramya Sreenivasan, “Honoring the Family:
Narratives and Politics of Kinship in Pre-colonial Rajasthan,” in Unfamiliar
Relations: Family and History in South Asia, ed. Indrani Chatterjee (Delhi, Permanent
Black, 2004); idem, “Rethinking Kingship and Authority in South Asia,” JESHO 57,
no. 4 (2014), 549–586; and Ruby Lal, Domesticity and Power in the Early Mughal
World, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2005). For medieval Iran, see Bruno
de Nicola, Women in Mongol Iran: The Khatuns, 1206–1335 (Edinburgh, Edinburg
University Press, 2017).

153

1186) and the Great Saljuqs (1040–1194) to rise to positions of power at both the
local and regional levels.
Parallel to the emergence and development of the Persianate dynasties in the
cities of medieval Iran, considerable social and political changes happened in its
hinterlands, such as Ghur. One of the main features of these changes was the gradual
integration and participation of the rural political elites as vassals, allies, and enemies
of these dynasties. Moreover, this process had a special impact upon the kinship ties
and political organization of the rural elites. Not only did they negotiate their roles as
subordinating local chiefs, princes, princesses, and vassals to their regional overlords,
but also expanded and diversified them by forming newer kinship, political, and
friendship alliances. There are many episodes concerning the Ghuris in the TN and
other contemporary sources that are yet to be considered for the analysis of the social
and cultural formation of them as a Persianate dynastic house in medieval South Asia.
As we will see shortly, Juzjani provides rich information about the domestic
lives of the Ghuri elites early in their careers as local chiefs, princes, and other men
and women of power and privilege.

Relevant Sources
Juzjani provides rich information in the form of the biographical histories of
medieval political warlords in Ghur. These histories are extensive enough to draw out
certain themes prevalent in this period, themes that have not been considered in the
historiography of the Ghuri dynasty. One thematic element is that succession to power
at the local level among the Ghuri elites seems to have always been contested within
families. We see several instances of rivalry between two or several brothers from the
same father and mother, or a different mother. At other times, we see conflict between
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brothers and uncles, or between uncles and nephews, and/or between two or more
cousins.
These conflicts at the domestic and kinship levels also create roles for the
participation of women. There are several prominent cases of elite Ghuri women who
take part in succession struggles, as well as instances in which bloody and violent
wars erupted over questions of marriage involving women. Though women do not
have a primary presence in the TN, unlike the patriarchs who are the focus of
Juzjani’s account, these episodes give us some hints about the other roles played by
women in Ghuri society.
Another theme emerging from Juzjani’s writing is that in the political
landscape of medieval Ghuri chiefs, especially when it came to matters related to
succession, rulership, and patriarchy in Ghur, Ghuri elites seem to have been masters
of political negotiation both among themselves at the local level, and with their
regional overlords at the political level. These local domestic and political lives that
Juzjani emphasizes must have played a crucial role in the Ghuris’ individual and
collective rise to positions of power.
A final theme that can be discovered by studying the domestic lives of the
Ghuri ruling houses is regarding their Islamization. The Ghuris transformed
themselves from rural petty non-Muslim chiefs and vassals of various regional
Muslim polities to orthodox Muslim dynastic rulers during the two centuries under
examination here.
In addition to the TN, the main other authorities are two works of medieval
dynastic histories from the Ghaznavids, and one medieval universal Islamic chronicle
written in Arabic. These are the sources that have, despite clear deficiencies, been
used to understand pre-imperial Ghur. As mentioned earlier, the Ghaznavid materials
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in which the Ghuris are documented come from the eleventh century. They are the
Tarikh-i Yamini of Abd al-Jabbar Utbi (d. 1035 or 1036). and the Tarikh-i Bayhaqi of
Abul Fazl Bayhaqi (d. 1070). Both authors were court secretaries who became
dynastic historians for the Ghaznavids, and their perspectives on the Ghuris are
representative of their Ghaznavid patrons. For example, Utbi devoted almost a chapter
to Sultan Mahmud’s conquest of Ghur during the early decades of the eleventh
century. Likewise, the extant volumes of the Tarikh-i Bayhaqi contain episodic
discussions of several encounters that the Ghaznavids and the Saljuqs had with the
Ghuris during the period. These two specific works have been the subjects of studies
by previous scholars, resulting in narratives about Ghur from non-Ghuri
perspectives.231
There is one other way in which the Ghaznavid sources are deficient in their
account of Ghuri history when compared with Juzjani. Juzjani provides organized
information about the Ghuris in the TN, which are found neither in the Ghaznavid nor
in any other medieval Muslim historical materials. Additionally, unlike both Utbi and
Bayhaqi, Juzjani spent most of his life as a child, as well as the early part of
adulthood, in Ghur, growing up and working directly under Ghuri patronage. This
allows him to provide rich information on the Ghuri families. In this way, it is best to
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see him as a successor to both Utbi and Bayhaqi in the traditions of medieval Persian
historians working at various courts of different medieval Muslim rulers in Khurasan
and Hindustan. Since Utbi and Bayhaqi have been relied upon for the history of
Ghazni, it is only appropriate to take Juzjani’s account of the Ghuris seriously.
The historical information that Utbi and Bayhaqi as well as Juzjani provide are
complemented by one more contemporary authority. This non-Persian historical
source is the chronicle of the Mosul-based historian Ibn al-Athir (1160–1233). He
provides interesting commentaries on the Ghuris’ political participation in the
medieval dynastic politics of the eastern Islamic world. Although Ibn al-Athir’s work
is a universal Islamic history known as al-Kamil fi al-Tarikh (The Complete History),
it provides extensive information about the rise and fall of the Ghuris. Ibn al-Athir’s
work is remarkable for two more reasons. One is that it shows the local circumstances
in which the Ghuris rose to power during the twelfth century, spreading from the
courts and cities of medieval Khurasan to the broader medieval Islamic worlds, to
regions as far west as Iraq. Secondly, Ibn al-Athir, like Juzjani, lived and worked
during the same period that the Ghuris rose to power, and witnessed the dynasty’s
destruction at the hands of the Khwarazmians and Mongols at the turn of thirteenth
century.232
This chapter has a twofold focus: in section one, we will reconsider the TN by
breaking down the kinship composition of the Ghuri ruling houses. Our focus is on
the domestic and political lives of the early and middle Ghuri chiefs, from the periods
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between 660 and 1154. We will, however, limit our analysis to specific episodes from
their lives in order to highlight how the kinship and political relations of the Ghuri
elites among themselves, and in relation to the regional Persianate dynastic houses,
functioned. These earlier lives of the Ghuri elites are meaningful in part because
Juzjani claims that they played a role in larger Islamic historical events, such as the
Abbasid Revolution. Apart from this, these events may also have directly impacted
the imperial organization of the Ghuris as a dynastic house later in history, including
the way in which they established their legitimacy as Muslims. Additionally, they
provide hints of the ways in which the rise of the Persianate Islamic polities in
medieval urban Khurasan under the Ghaznavids and the Great Saljuqs opened many
opportunities for rural chiefs and warlords to move up in the social and political
hierarchies of the period.

The Early Ghuri Patriarchy, 660–1014
Previous scholarship has established that Arab Muslim armies arrived in
Afghanistan by the mid-seventh century after they kept marching east of Iran proper.
Juzjani has also located the origins of the Ghuri patriarchy in this temporal period and
the sociopolitical events taking place therein. He has identified two main ruling
houses in Ghur, the Shansabs and Shishanis. He has used the Persian term dudman to
refer to them as “ruling house.” However, George Raverty, among other colonial and
post-colonial scholars, has translated dudman as “dynasty,” which does not capture
the meaning that Juzjani wants to convey. All Ghuri rulers claimed to belong to an
ancestral lineage stretching back to the Shansab and Shishani dudmans. Juzjani is
explicit about the familial organization of these ruling houses around their own
dudman. We also know that the dud-i shansab (the House of Shansab) is just one of
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several Ghuri dudman, thereby establishing that dudman means family, not dynasty,
as several dudman never rose to become rulers.233
Juzjani has classified the Ghuri ruling elites in relation to the positions of
power they claimed to have been entitled to. The Shansabs are considered the royal
dud, from among whom the kings of Ghur come. The Shishanis, on the other hand,
controlled military affairs. However, this twofold division of sovereignty in Ghur was
not a permanent covenant among the Ghuri elites who were related to each other
through kinship and political ties, as well as personal alliances and friendships as
brothers, uncles, nephews, and cousins. Both the Shansabs and Shishanis did not
follow the division of power among themselves in strict terms because they broke it
whenever they saw fit, especially during periods of succession. As a matter of fact,
both groups functioned not only as kings and military men at different historical
points, switching their roles, but also contested among themselves and with non-Ghuri
imperial rulers over who could be the sovereign in Ghur. There are many cases in the
TN that show constant contestations over power between these two and other houses
in Ghur. The classic example which Juzjani provides is the dispute over the initial
right to sovereignty in Ghur, which takes place between the mythical founding
patriarchs of the Shansabs and Shishanis.
Amir Binji Naharan (d. c. 787) is identified as the patriarch of the Shansabs,
while Shish bin Bahram is the same for the Shishanis. According to Juzjani, Binji was
a contemporary of the famous Abbasid caliph Harun Rashid (r. 786–809). His family,
as well as Amir Binji himself, are reported to have taken part in the Abbasid
Revolution during the mid-seventh century by rallying Ghuris in support of the
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Abbasid house against their rival Umayyads. We do not have other contemporary
evidence to corroborate whether the Ghuris participated in the Abbasid revolution, but
the historical context of the period to which Juzjani has linked Amir Binji, Shish bin
Bahram, and the succession dispute in Ghur is notable. Like all large dynastic wars,
the Abbasid’s revolution of the mid-seventh century must have created social and
political tensions in various localities in Khurasan. However, it is impossible at the
moment to assess the direct or indirect impact of the Abbasid revolution in rural
Khurasan in places like Ghur. The main reason for this is that the existing scholarship
on the revolution is positivist. For example, excepting Elton Daniel’s classic
monograph, The Political and Social History of Khurasan under Abbasid Rule 747–
820, the scholarship has remained more or less limited to debates on the historical
causes of the revolution rather than its broad social impact in Khurasan. As Daniel has
shown, the revolution was not just a matter of ending an “Arab” kingdom in Khurasan
and establishing an urban “Islamic” empire in which “Persians” rose to the top of the
power hierarchy, a reward for their support of the Abbasids. The revolution was never
just an Arab or a Persian revolt, nor was it just an “Islamic” revolution because
neither did the new Islamic empire under the Abbasids include all Muslims, nor did
all Iranians support it.234 Patricia Crone has argued that the revolution never ended in
Iran. Instead, it created a lot of social and political tensions and rivalries between
different local elites in rural Iran, which continued until several centuries later.235
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These tensions manifested in contests at the political and household levels
over issues of succession, rulership, and political alliances, which the local elites had
to form among themselves during and in the aftermath of the revolution in Khurasan.
If one chooses to believe Juzjani, the dispute between the two cousins Amir Binji and
Shish bin Bahram was also over who had become the first Muslim among Ghuris, and
who therefore had the right to rule their locality. Juzjani has provided a broad
historical and cultural context in which both Amir Binji and Shish are committed to
the cause of the Abbasid revolution. However, more interesting is Juzjani’s account of
how the two cousins resolved their dispute. Firstly, Juzjani recounts that Amir Binji
was not alone. Using a familiar trope concerning conspiracies, he claims that Amir
Binji had a Jewish merchant friend who secretly favored him in his rivalry with his
cousin Shish because the former made a covenant to settle the merchant’s people in
his kingdom if he became the ruler of Ghur. On the advice of the people in Ghur, the
Jewish merchant took both Amir Binji and Shish to Baghdad to meet the Abbasid
caliph Harun Rashid. Since Amir Binji had already learned the courtly and cultural
conduct of Islamic kingdoms from his Jewish friend, he conducted himself properly in
front of the caliph. As a result, Harun Rashid decided to recognize Amir Binji as the
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local sovereign in Ghur, and gave the military affairs of its kingdom to his rival and
cousin Shish bin Bahram.236
According to Juzjani, this division and recognition of local sovereignty in
Ghur between the Shansabs, as the royal house of Ghur, and the Shishanis, as the
military house, continued ever since as an accepted political tradition which the ruling
elites followed. In the words of Juzjani himself, “when both [Amir Binji and Shish
bin Bahram] came back to Ghur [from Baghdad], the kingship belonging to the
Shansabs and the military to the Shishanis, and this remained up to the present time
per that agreement. The sultans [of Ghur] were all Shansabs, and the military leaders,
such as Mu'ayyad al-Din Fatah Karmakh, Abu al-Abbas Shish, and Sulaiman Shish,
were all Shishanis.”237 However, given Juzjani’s own accounts of conflict between the
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Shansabs and the Shishanis, we should consider this to be some degree of
mythologizing.

Early Ghuri Patriarchs
Of the Shansabs, including the two brother sultans of the Ghuri dynasty about
whom we know most, there are twenty-eight rulers whom Juzjani has identified as
local chiefs in Ghur, Bamiyan, and Ghazni between 660 and 1215. Juzjani has given a
special historical context for each of them. However, they can be broken into three
broad temporal groups as early, middle, and late patricians of Ghur.238
Several early Ghuri patricians lived between 660 and 1003, but Juzjani only
provides the names of four, highlighting their roles in the formation of the Ghuri line
during the early Islamic period prior to their emergence as a dynastic house. They
were as follows, introduced here with their special social and political roles in the
Ghuri patriarchy:
1)

Malik Shansab bin Khurnak, lived circa 660–699—the founding patriarch of

the Shansab house, converted to Islam by Ali ibn Abi Talib.239
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2)

Amir Fulad Ghuri, died and/or started his reign circa 747, a local vassal of the

Abbasid caliphs.240
3)

Amir Binji bin Naharan, died and/or ruled circa 787, the first Ghuri chief to go

to Baghdad.241
4)

Unnamed patricians of Ghur, circa 787–867.242

5)

Amir Suri, circa 867, vassal of the Saffarids (861–1003) who fought other

Ghuri elites who had not become Muslim yet.243

Middle Ghuri Patriarchs, 1010–1156
The Ghaznavids and the Great Saljuqs are credited with having expanded the
political and cultural frontiers of the Islamic polity beyond the urban heartlands of
medieval Iran to South Asia in the east and Anatolia in the west. From a larger,
macrohistorical perspective, the political expansion of the Islamic polity under the
Ghaznavid and Saljuq warlords is assumed to have been made possible by the
already-diminished power of the caliphal Islamic empire in the region, which started
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with the prior rise to power of several independent Persianate dynasties. For example,
several generations of scholars of medieval Iran and Afghanistan have now shown us
that during the ninth and tenth centuries, several dynastic houses, such as the Tahirids,
Saffarids, Buyids, and Samanids, had already started the political and cultural
processes of establishing new regional Islamic polities in Iran and Central Asia, which
were independent of the caliphal power from Baghdad. They treated the Baghdadbased caliphs as a symbolic Muslim emperor whose power was more symbolic and
ceremonial than anything else. The scholarly consensus is also that the regional
Muslim rulers’ dispatches of various material and human trophies (such as slaves)
from their own local and regional plunders were only because they wanted to
maintain their symbolic relationships with the caliphs.
While the focus has been on these regional polities, what is missing in the
historiography is that their rise to imperial power also created new political and social
opportunities for many other local groups to emerge as new local and political elites
in Khurasan. For example, in addition to the emergence and resurgence of the local
dynastic houses of the Khwarazmians (c. 1077–1231) and the Nasrid Maliks of
Nimruz (c. 1030–1542) under the Ghaznavids and the Saljuqs, the situation applies
best to the case of the Ghuris during the period in which they first began to interact
with these regional Muslim imperial houses by taking advantage of the opportunities
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that they offered for social and political mobility both at the local and regional
levels.244
For example, one of the things that distinguished the Ghuri ruling chiefs from
other subordinate houses during this period in their interactions with the Ghaznavids
was their deep personal and political connections to these imperial houses. This may
have been a result of the geographical position of Ghur, which physically separated
the imperial borderlands of the Ghaznavids, lying east of the Hindukush mountains,
and the Great Saljuqs’ dominions in Khurasan. But, apart from using to their
placement in a buffer zone to their advantage, the Ghuri chiefs also used their
personal and political connections with these regional imperial dynasties to
consolidate their positions of power by forming more familial, interpersonal, and
political connections through marriage and other alliances. In addition to the Tabaqati Nasiri, even other contemporary non-Ghuri historical sources, such as Tarikh-i
Yamini and Tarikh-i Bayhaqi, speak about how individual and collective groups of
Ghuris integrated themselves one after another into the expanding social and political
worlds of the Ghaznavid and Saljuq states by becoming their political puppets,
exchanging wives, and taking part in their regional and imperial military exploits in
Khurasan and Hindustan.
The social and political relationships between the Ghuris and the Ghaznavids
were twofold. On the one hand, the Ghaznavids, such as Sultan Mahmud and other
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imperial sultans of the Ghaznavid and Saljuq states, were interested in expanding their
political control over the Ghuris, who inhabited a large chunk of territory in the center
of their imperial domains. On the other hand, the local Ghuri chiefs themselves
wanted to exploit their personal and political patronage relationships with these
houses to consolidate their own local power. As far as Ghaznavid imperialism is
concerned, Bosworth has used the Ghaznavid materials to identify three military raids
that they conducted in Ghur during the first decades of the eleventh century.245
Bosworth agrees with the Ghaznavid sources that the raids might have been
motivated by religious considerations because the early Ghaznavid rulers, such as
Sultan Mahmud, considered the Ghuris non-Muslims, and justified their campaigns in
the name of bringing Islam to Ghur.246 However, when one reads the sources against
the grain, one can clearly identify patterns that are not religious. The sources point out
that the three specific raids that the Ghaznavids conducted during the first half of the
eleventh century were political. Moreover, the overall interactions between the
Ghaznavids as imperial rulers and the Ghuris as petty warlords were often motivated
not by religious considerations, but by political and personal anxieties. This is indeed
the dominant idea that can be gleaned from the primary sources. For example, let us
consider Utbi’s chapter on the military conquest of Ghur that happened Sultan
Mahmud sometime during the early decade of the eleventh century. One can see
clearly in the following statement how anxieties about political insubordination and
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the threat of the Ghuris occupying strategic territory become inflected with religious
terms:
The sultan began to think about the region of Ghur, and despised the
contumacy of its inhabitants in the neighborhood and in the center of his
kingdom’s territory, and expressed self-discontent towards the gravity of their
crimes, malice, and paganism. And he did not consent to accepting the fact
that a people, lacking faith and religion while invested in infidelity, should
display such pretension and arrogance by their refuge in the custody of [their]
mountains and dreadful cliffs, and choose for themselves the path of incursion
and extortion. He decided to correct and pinch them, and prepared a large
army made of both infantry and cavalry.247

The Ghaznavid-Ghuri Household Politics
The Ghaznavid imperial anxieties towards the Ghuris seem to have become
more complex later in the century, when relations between the Ghuri ruling houses
and regional imperial Muslim polities, especially of the Ghaznavids and the Great
Saljuqs, became increasingly more personal, familial, and political. We do not have a
lot of evidence for each aspect of these relations, but all available historical materials
show that the Ghuris were also reconfiguring their local and regional kinship and
political networks during the period, especially because they had to balance
themselves strategically between the Ghaznavid and Saljuq ruling houses. One way
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ﺣﺼﺎﻧﺖ ﺟﺒﺎل و ﻣﺎﻋﺖ ﻗﻼل ﺑﺎ ﻣﺼﺎﻗﺒﺖ و ﻣﻘﺎرﺑﺖ ﻣﺴﺘﻘﺮ رﯾﺪ ﻣﻠﮏ ﺑﺒﻄﺎﻟﺖ و اﺳﺘﻄﺎﻟﺖ دﺳﺖ ﺑﺮآورﻧﺪ و راه
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they did this was through concrete political and marriage alliances. For example, one
can not only find Ghuri princes and princesses married simultaneously with each of
these regional houses, but the Ghuri chiefs also married wives from these dynastic
houses. Moreover, they also played these two imperial dynastic houses against each
other by forming parallel political, interpersonal, and familial coalitions with them.248
Several things need to be reconsidered here. First, the Ghaznavid imperial
historical perspectives about the military conquest of Ghur and bringing Islam to its
people seems to have been more of a literary trope, invented by their court historians,
and developed in relation to the lands and peoples that they conquered. We saw this in
the case of Utbi in his depiction of Sultan Mahmud as the conqueror of Ghur. Indeed,
the trope has been most utilized in order to valorize the figure of Sultan Mahmud as a
great ghazi warrior by many medieval Muslim literary courtiers and historians. As a
result, we see the same trope repeated, not just with respect to the conquests of Ghur,
but also elsewhere, most famously regarding his role in the raids and plunders in
Hindustan.249
Apart from the literary trope of conquest and conversion, the contradictions of
the Ghaznavid sources become more obvious when one pays attention to how the
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Ghuris themselves understood and narrated their history of becoming Muslim. They
have replaced the figure of Sultan Mahmud with the much older figure of Ali ibn Abi
Talib. Juzjani cites various local stories as narrated by the Ghuri elites, who claimed
to have become Muslim at the hands of Ali. According to Juzjani, the dominant
opinion of the Ghuri ruling elites was that their paternal ancestors had accepted Islam
of their own will rather than being forced by others. Malik Shansab, as we highlighted
above, is said to have been converted Ali ibn Abi Talib himself.
Juzjani’s mention of Ali as a historical and religious figure who personally
invited Ghuris to accept Islam as their religion seems to be more anecdotal and
mythological.250 This leads us to ask why he would invent such a story. We can
speculate that there must have been some sort of local and political context that is not
clear to us. One other option is to attribute it purely to Juzjani’s interest in the
historical construction of the Ghuri patriarchy, and in connecting them to universal
Islamic history. This should not mean that Ali was an unknown figure among the
Ghuris: there are dozens of natural and sacred sites found across the province that
people popularly associate with the figure of Ali ibn Abi Talib and his role in bringing
Islam to Ghur.
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For example, the Ziarat-i Jeleng-i Shah-i Mardan (The Jangling Shrine of the
King of Men, a common honorific used for Ali), referencing a mystical title that Ali
has, is one example. This shrine is in Taiwara district, one of the urban centers of the
Ghuri dynasty and the hometown of Juzjani. The local people believe that the shrine
goes back to the times of Ali in the mid-seventh century. Koh-i Shah-i Mardan,
(Mountain of the King of Men), also exists in the same district, and is also related to
Ali. There are several plate-like rock structures in Koh-i Shah-i Mardan which people
call Natural Mosques ( ) ﻣﺴﺠﺪ ھﺎی ﺻﺤﺮاﯾﯽand connect to Ali. The popular belief is that
nobody has been able to count the exact number of these natural mosques because
every time someone counts them, they come to a different total. This is because they
believe that the mosques are sacred places, and that they used to function as a sort of
throne for Ali, who would visit the area once in a while with his companions. There is
also the sacred Cheshma-i Mahi (Fish Spring) in Saghr district, northwest of Taiwara.
People here believe that Ali had drunk water from the spring; its abundant fish are
considered sacred and protected because of Ali. These popular stories provided by
Juzjani and modern cultural folk traditions in Ghur thus provide contradictory
evidence to the early Arabic and Ghaznavid historical accounts in which ghazi
warriors, kings, and Islamic conquests are credited for their role in the islamization of
Ghur. In addition to the story of Ali regarding the conversion of the Ghuris to Islam,
we noted earlier that Juzjani mentions the role of a Jewish merchant for introducing
the early Ghuri chiefs to the political and cultural nuances of Islam.251
Apart from these challenges to the Ghaznavid account, we know that Ghuri
and Ghaznavid relations were defined more by personal and political interactions than
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religious considerations. Juzjani and other contemporary sources show that the Ghuri
elites participated actively in the political worlds of the Ghaznavid and Saljuq polities
in Khurasan independent of religious considerations. This participation was not just
ceremonial, but also deeply consequential for both sides. For the Ghuris, it resulted in
the reformulation of their kinship and political relations both among themselves and
in relation to their regional overlords. For the Ghaznavids and the Saljuqs, who were
competing for political supremacy in Khurasan, the Ghuris were local pawns who
could be used as military allies. Although there are many examples from the sources
of how Ghuri elites integrated themselves one after another into the regional dynastic
worlds of medieval Afghanistan, and how their interactions impacted their kinship
political networks inside Ghur, let’s consider one of the first cases that both Juzjani
and the Ghaznavid sources have documented.
Malik Muhammad bin Suri (d. ca. 1010), a Shansab local ruler in Ghur, had to
face Sultan Mahmud in the midst of the Ghaznavid expansion in Ghur. After being
defeated by Mahmud, Malik Suri died unexpectedly when the Ghaznavids took his
son Amir Abu Ali hostage. Juzjani says that Malik Muhammad could not bear the loss
of his son, whom he “loved” dearly. Juzjani states that there was another popular
story among the Ghuris that Malik Suri committed suicide because he could not
accept the state of being humiliated by Sultan Mahmud, and that the entire incident
happened after Malik Muhammad had repeatedly refused to pay homage to, and
frequently broke his allegiance to the Ghaznavids.252
This encounter was nevertheless a historical beginning rather than an end to
the Ghaznavid-Ghuri political and family alliances and animosities. After Sultan
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Mahmud removed Malik Mahmud as the ruler of Ghur, he installed his son, Amir
Abu Ali, as the local puppet of the Ghaznavids. Unlike his father Malik Suri, Abu Ali
made sure to pay his annual tributes to the Ghaznavids, and served as a loyal vassal
for them. Juzjani claims that he even built and promoted various Islamic institutions
in Ghur. For instance, Juzjani credits Abu Ali with building a Friday Mosque,
madrasas, and allocating endowments to support them. One can see the hand of
imperial revisionism in the fact that Utbi and the other Ghaznavid court historians
give the credit for the building of these structures to Sultan Mahmud instead of Abu
Ali. Nevertheless, Juzjani is explicit about the fact that Abu Ali was a loyal vassal of
the Ghaznavids in Ghur. In Juzjani’s own words, “Amir Abu Ali always kept his
allegiance and vassalhood to the sultan, and he constantly expressed it openly.”253
This personal and political alliance of Abu Ali as a local ruler of Ghur with
Sultan Mahmud as an imperial Muslim sultan was not the only instance of
Ghaznavids and Ghuri chiefs forming political and personal alliances. The historical
implication and meaning of such personal, political, and kinship relations, even if they
shifted and changed several times, are significant. One of the main implications for
the Ghuris was the reformulation of their own kinship and political dynamics at the
local level. Take for example the animosities that other Ghuri ruling elites developed
towards the local rulers of Ghur appointed by the Ghaznavids. Indeed, Abu Ali’s
unconditional allegiance to the Ghaznavids seems to have infuriated other Ghuri elites
who did not secure any political and personal benefits for themselves from this
alliance. Juzjani mentions that no one was more infuriated about this specific pact

253

Juzjani, TN, 1:329–30. The Persian text reads as: اﻣﯿﺮ اﺑﻮ ﻋﻠﯽ ﻣﺪام ﺑﺨﺪﻣﺖ ﺳﻠﻄﺎن اﺧﻼص

.و طﻮاﻋﯿﺖ ﺧﻮد ظﺎھﺮ ﻣﯿﮕﺮداﻧﯿﺪ

173

between Abu Ali and the Ghaznavids than Ali’s nephew, Amir Abbas bin Shish.
Juzjani draws a dark picture of Amir Abbas, accusing him of lawlessness, injustice,
and rebellion against his uncle Abu Ali. Juzjani claims Amir Abbas had so much evil
in his character that even animals, such as horses, camels, cows, and sheep, stopped
breeding for seven years, the rains stopped, and even human parents stopped giving
birth. Moreover, Juzjani has illustrated that his defiance of his uncle’s rulership in
Ghur and hatred of the Ghaznavids was so personal that after he eliminated his puppet
uncle from power, he made sure to publicly display his disobedience of the
Ghaznavids. Juzjani claims that Amir Abbas named his two fighting dogs after
himself and the Ghaznavid sultan Sultan Ibrahim (r. 1059–1099), to show their
enmity.254
Although Juzjani says that Amir Abbas was a lawless ruler in Ghur, he also
says that he was a great astrologer who built various castles and towers in order to
explore this science. Juzjani has included extensive discussions of the political and
social importance of these sites for various local Ghuri elites, and how they helped
Ghuris to chart the directions of the sun and related cosmologies, which were key for
medieval Muslim scientists to identify prayer times or the direction of the Kaba in
Mecca.255 Nevertheless, these constructions and public displays of power by Amir
Abbas could not help save him from the Ghaznavids who eventually killed him in
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battle. In spite of this outcome, the Ghaznavids continued their established tradition
by appointing Amir Abbas’s son, Amir Muhammad, as their new puppet in Ghur.
This pattern of Ghuris serving simultaneously as puppets and rebels for the
Ghaznavids and other regional dynastic houses in Khurasan continues throughout the
eleventh century and the first half of the twelfth century. It is impossible to examine
every individual local Ghuri chief who either served as a local ally or an enemy of the
Ghaznavids, but Juzjani provides rich details about at least ten local rulers from this
period of Ghuri history, in which they make and unmake various political, marriage,
and personal alliances with the Ghaznavid and the Saljuq dynastic houses. Following
is a summary of each ruler, and their kinship and political relations to the Ghaznavids
and the Saljuqs, though we will examine in detail only one of them later in this
chapter:

Vassal and Enemy Ghuri Patriarchs
1)

Malik Muhammad Suri (circa 1010) breaks his allegiance to the Ghaznavids

by not paying tribute anymore.256
2)

Abu Ali bin Malik Muhammad Suri, circa 1019, a local puppet of the

Ghaznavids.257
3)

Abbas bin Shish, circa 1058, revolts against his vassal uncle and goes to war

with the Ghaznavids.258
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4)

Amir Muhammad bin Abbas, circa 1058, succeeds his father as a vassal of the

Ghaznavids.259
5)

Malik Qutb al-Din Hasan bin Amir Muhammad, circa 1067, continued his

allegiance to the Ghaznavids, but faces local opposition from other Ghuris.260
6)

Malik Izz al-Din Husayn, circa 1116, switches allegiance from the Ghaznavids

to the Great Saljuqs, and is the father of the so-called “Seven Sons”, the subsequent
rulers of Ghur who will be discussed later.261
7)

Qutb al-Din Muhammad bin Malik Izz al-Din Husayn, circa 1146, switches

allegiance back to the Ghaznavids. The Ghaznavids crucify him for alleged
duplicity.262
8)

Sultan Saif al-Din bin Malik Izz al-Din Husayn, circa 1148, the first Ghuri to

carry the title of sultan, captures Ghazni briefly before being overwhelmed, arrested,
and killed by the Ghaznavids.263
9)

Sultan Baha al-Din Sam, circa 1149, father of the two brother sultans Ghias al-

Din and Muizz al-Din, forms a political alliance through marriage with the Saljuqs to
take revenge for his brothers on the Ghaznavids.264
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10)

Sultan Ala al-Din Husayn, circa 1149–1151, famously burns Ghazni for seven

days to exact revenge for his slain brothers, and chooses a political alliance with the
Saljuqs.265

The World Burning Patriarch
The case of Sultan Ala al-Din Husayn (r. 1149–1161), listed above as number
ten, is a perfect example for how the Ghuris perceived their relationships to the
Ghaznavids as personal and political, as opposed to religious, and how their
interactions with the Ghaznavid and the Saljuq dynastic houses impacted their local
kinship and political organization in Ghur. Sultan Ala al-Din rose to prominence
because of the great political and social changes taking place in Ghur during the first
half of the twelfth century. The first change was that there were now intense kinship
rivalries among various Ghuri brothers, uncles, and cousins all contesting for power
in Ghur. This was the result of two things. One was that he was one of the so-called
“Seven Sons” ( )ﭘﺴﺮان ھﻔﺘﮕﺎﻧﮫwho initiated among themselves several wars over the
control of Ghur.266 This was because they all seem to have had different mothers of
various Ghuri and non-Ghuri backgrounds, and it impacted how much power they had
and where in Ghur they could exercise authority as local princes. For instance, Ala alDin’s eldest brother was Malik Fakhr al-Din Masud (c. 1145) whose mother was a
slave Turkish woman. He was pushed out from the inner circle of the Ghuri patriarchy
in Firuzkoh to Bamiyan and Tukharistan. Although Fakhr al-Din Masud was a
subordinate of the Firuzkoh-based Ghuris, he went on to establish his own local
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dynastic house in Bamiyan.267 The first Ghuri patrons of Juzjani’s father and his
family were also descendants of this line of the Ghuri dynasty. Other brothers of
Sultan Ala al-Din were Baha al-Din Sam, Qutb al-Din Muhammad, Saif al-Din Suri,
Shahab al-Din Khurnak, and Shuja al-Din Ali. Each brother had their own dominion
in Ghur. Prior to becoming the supreme sultan of Ghur, Ala al-Din was the prince of
what Juzjani has identified as Qala-i Wajir, one of the seven districts the brothers
controlled.268
Of these brothers, two were killed by the Ghaznavids. These were Qutb al-Din
Muhammad and Saif al-Din Suri, whom the Ghaznavids killed by crucifying him on a
bridge in Ghazni.269 The fate of Qutb al-Din is depicted in greater detail. He was
initially a puppet ally of the Ghaznavids and a rival to his brothers which seems to
have been because of his maternal background. According to Juzjani, his brothers did
not treat him as an equal because he his was “a woman of low-birth, who functioned
as a servant maid” for the mothers of the other brothers ( ﻧﺴﺒﺖ ﺑﺰرگ ﻧﺪاﺷﺖ و ﺣﺎﺟﺒﮫ و

)او زﻧﯽ ﺑﻮد ﮐﮫ ﺧﺎدﻣﮫ ﻣﺎر ﺳﻼطﯿﻦ دﯾﮕﺮ ﺑﻮد.270 Nevertheless, when the brothers forced him
out from Ghur, Qutb al-Din took refuge in the court of the Ghaznavid sultan Bahram
Shah (1118–1152) but was killed after. Juzjani blames his killing on the court
advisers of Bahram Shah who were jealous of his popularity and fame in Ghazni
because he was both handsome and had an excellent personality ( از ﺣﺴﻦ ﺟﻤﺎل و ﻧﺼﯿﺐ
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)ﺗﻤﺎم داﺷﺖ, and had won fame from the people of Ghazni for his allegiance to the
Ghaznavids.271 However, the Ghaznavid courtiers were eventually able to convince
Bahram Shah to kill the Ghuri prince by poisoning him for acts of political and ethical
treason, accusing him of committing crimes both in the royal Ghaznavid harem, and
in the kingdom.272
The killing of Saif al-Din first, then Qutb al-Din Muhammad, and several
other Ghuri chiefs by the Ghaznavids became a matter of personal and kinship
anxieties for other Ghuri chiefs who took these actions personally. In Juzjani’s words,
“after he [Qutb al-Din] was buried in Ghazni, it was because of his killing that the
animosity and feud became obvious between the Mahmudi house and the house of
Shansabi house and the descendants of Zahhak.”273 Ibn al-Athir, writing from Mosul
in Iraq, also conveys the same message as Juzjani, stating that the reason for the
Ghuris’ invasion of Ghazni first in 1148, and then in 1253, and 1255-6 under Sultan
Ala al-Din Husayn, was the slaying of Saif al-Din and other Ghuri princes by the
Ghaznavids, as well as other marital and personal animosities between them.274
At this point, we have some dramatic poetic verses from both Juzjani and ibn
al-Athir, which were apparently recited by Sultan Ala al-Din after he burned Ghazni
to the ground, forcing Bahram Shah and other Ghaznavid royal princes out of the city.
Juzjani says that Ala al-Din burned the city for seven days and nights; Ibn al-Athir has
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it as three days. The number matters less than the well-known fact that Ala al-Din got
for himself the nickname “Jahansuz” or “World Burner” after he sacked and burned
down Ghazni in 1256.275 Although the later imperial Ghuris, like Jahansuz’s infamous
nephew Sultan Muizz al-Din Ghuri (d. 1206) made Ghazni their capital, it seems to
have never recovered from this destruction, in which the invading Ghuris slayed
countless men and captured women and children as prisoners. The personal animus is
also made evident by the fact that the destruction of the city and the slaying of its
people were not enough to satiate the early Ghuri warlords’ desire for vengeance for
their slain brothers, uncles, and other family members. Jahansuz ordered his men to
exhume the corpses of all Ghaznavid rulers except the early Ghaznavid sultans, such
as Sultan Mahmud. After the city had burned down, Jahansuz styled himself as a
sultan in the tradition of the Ghaznavids and also ordered all the musicians to play
music for him, and clap for him as he wanted to recite a poem that he himself wrote to
celebrate his victory over the Ghaznavid house.276 Juzjani has reproduced what seems
to be a partial version of this salutary poem:

The world [now] knows that I am the sultan of the universe
I am a lamp of the House of Abbas
I am Ala al-Din Husayn son of Husayn
Whose kingdom may endure forever
When I am seated on the throne of my kingdom
My world and heaven are one
Hope follows the dust of my troops
Death plays on the way of my spear
I will conquer the entire world like Alexander
I will pick a different king for every city
I was determined to do this to the rascals of Ghazni
275
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I will build, like the Nile River, a river of blood
But, they [the Ghaznavids] are weak, helpless elders and infants
My affluent fortune and kindness are enough to remedy them
I forgave them to live their lives
Because their lives are bonds of mine.277

Elite Ghuri Women
In addition to the early Ghuri patrician men whose kinship and political lives
Juzjani has documented in the TN, he also recorded several mythical and historical
women from the Ghuri ruling houses who seem to have been prominent in their local
politics. As already mentioned, the very founding of the kingdom of Ghur is linked to
the story of a romance between two royal cousins running away from their families to
get married. It is the daughter of Amir Sur in the story related above who takes charge
of the situation in order to avoid being married in another kingdom, suggesting to her
cousin that they should run away and found Mandish, which Juzjani claims to have
been the pre-Islamic name of Ghur.278
Of the sixteen early Ghuri patriarchs whom we have noted above, we only
know about the wives of six. Malik Qutb al-Din (d. 1067), the Ghuri prince who the
Ghaznavids executed, seems to have had a wife from the Ghaznavid dynastic house.
Malik Izz al-Din Husayn (r. circa 1116), the father of the “Seven Sons,” had many
wives, and Juzjani is explicit that two of them were non-Ghuri, one being a Turkish
slave ( )ﮐﻨﯿﺰک ﺗﺮکfrom whom the Bamiyan line of the Ghuri ruling house descended.
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Another was a woman whom Juzjani calls “a woman of low-birth.”279 Malik Izz alDin also married one of his own daughters to a nephew of the famous Saljuq ruler
Sultan Sanjar (r. 1096–1157).280 It should go without saying that the Ghuri elites also
intermarried among themselves. For instance, the wife of Baha al-Din Sam (d. 1149),
the father of the two imperial brother sultans, Ghiyas al-Din Muhammad Sam and
Mui’zz al-Din Muhammad Ghuri, was the daughter of Malik Badr al-Din Gilani.281
The background of their mothers seems to have directly influenced the political lives
of the Ghuri patriarchs. As a matter of fact, Juzjani says that when the two brother
sultans rose to imperial power and ignored their elder uncle Malik Fakhr al-Din
Masud, who was of a Turkish slave mother, the uncle became so upset that he began
to call them “sons of a whore.”282 Nevertheless, the point is that as the Ghuri elites
rose to greater political and social prominence during the eleventh and twelfth
centuries, they also diversified their social and personal relations to women. As a
matter of fact, after the sack of Ghazni by Ala al-Din Jahansuz, we can mark the
presence of many different types of women in the local households of various Ghuri
elites. For example, Juzjani talks about the extravagant harem of Jahansuz. It is filled
both with local Ghuri and non-Ghuri slave wives, concubines, and many other types
of women like musicians, and dancers. Juzjani particularly points to the abundance of
“harem slave girls.” 283 Elsewhere, Juzjani points out that some Ghuri patriarchs, such
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as the infamous Sultan Mui’zz al-Din Ghuri (d. 1206), were not interested in
marriage. According to Juzjani, Mui’zz al-Din apparently said that he was happy with
his “thousand sons” (referring to his Turkish slave soldiers) rather than having his
own children.284
The main point to note here is that the local Ghuri women that Juzjani
documents might have had more complex social roles than is thought.285 Indeed,
Juzjani talks of them being queens, princesses, mothers, daughters, and siblings.
Moreover, they were reciters of the Quran, hajis, and in one case we even hear of a
woman in Nimruz in Sistan becoming a famous physician in her own community after
a plague killed her family following the sack of their town by the Mongols.286
Moreover, there are all kinds of other familiar tropes regarding Ghuri women by
Juzjani, including stories of their heroism, and chastity.287
The aforementioned Ma Malik is a case of a local Ghuri woman with multiple
social and personal identities. She was the eldest child of Sultan Ghias al-Din (r.
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1163–1203), and a granddaughter of Jahansuz on her mother’s side. She was initially
engaged to a Saljuq warlord whose father was the local ruler of Nishapur in Iran.
However, the engagement was terminated, for which Juzjani does not provide any
reason except to say that when the Ghuris captured the city and took its Saljuq ruler as
a prisoner, they also did not continue with the marriage of Ma Malik.288 But we also
know that she was engaged for a second time to Malik Ala al-Din bin Malik Shuja alDin Abi Ali, a cousin of her father.289 Juzjani calls him both a ghazi warrior and the
first person among the Ghuri elites to complete the hajj pilgrimage. His mother had
accompanied him to hajj as well. In addition to giving endowments for building a Sufi
Khanaqah in Mecca, they built other mosques and madrasas in Ghur upon their return
from the hajj.290
Unlike Malik Zia al-Din and her mother, Ma Malik seems to have used her
royal stature and resources to build her identity among the local Ghuri women and
men. For example, Juzjani calls Ma Malik his own “foster-mother” for raising him
like a son in her harem in Ghur, and supporting his mother who was both a classmate
and friend of Ma Malik’s.291 Ma Malik is identified by Abdul Hay Habibi as the
principal patron of Shah-i Mashhad, a twelfth century educational complex in
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Ghur.292 The complex has both a madrasa and a mausoleum, and is understood to be
one of the earliest architectural buildings that the Ghuris patronized after their rise to
imperial power during the second half of the twelfth century.293
There are no clear explanations for why Ma Malik might have patronized this
specific complex. Habibi has argued that it was for the celebration of Ghuri victory
over the Khwarazmians in Herat.294 But the mausoleum is understood to also have
been the site of a battle between the Ghuzz Turks and the Ghuris around the midtwelfth century, in which Sultan Saif al-Din Muhammad bin Ala al-Din Husayn, a
paternal uncle of Ma Malik, was killed. According to Juzjani, the Shansabi ruler was
killed by a Ghuri military prince from the house of Shish, the rivals to the Shansabs.
This Shish prince is known to us as Sipahsalar Abu al-Abbas whose own brother was
killed earlier by the sultan. The Shansabs, led by the future Sultan Ghiyas al-Din
Ghuri, recovered the area both from the Ghuzz and their local Ghuri rivals. However,
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another proposition, which the art historian Sheila Blair has suggested, counters
Habibi’s argument that it was Ma Malik who was the patron of the complex. Blair has
suggested that it was rather her mother, the wife of Sultan Ghiyas al-Din, a sister of
Sultan Saif al-Din Muhammad. She does not provide any evidence for it, but the
consensus among art historians is that it may have been the wife not the daughter.
Whether it was the mother or daughter does not matter to us here, since it is clear
from Juzjani that Ghuri women influenced the political lives of the Ghuri patricians in
the eleventh and twelfth centuries.295

Conclusion
In this chapter, we reconsidered the historical emergence of the Ghuri
patriarchy in relation to social processes that Juzjani emphasizes in the Tabaqat-i
Nasiri. One was their familial organization, which was the basis of how they
organized themselves. This made their kinship relations key to the way they related to
each other and to the sultans, queens, princes, and princesses. At the top of the Ghuri
patriarchy were two houses: the Shansabs and the Shishanis. However, there was no
fixed boundary between them as they were connected both through kinship and
political alliances. Another was their personal and political relation to the regional
medieval dynastic houses, especially to the Ghaznavids and the Great Saljuqs. The
implications of this kinship composition and political relations for the Ghuris was that
they transformed themselves and were transformed from petty rural warlords to
regional dynastic rulers. As they emulated the medieval hegemonic political practices
of Persianate dynastic houses, they no longer defined themselves just in relation to
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kinship. It was rather in relation to their access to regional and global Islamic dynastic
houses that they built personal, familial, and political connections. Various Ghuri
chiefs used their relations to access new forms of power, newer material resources,
new wives, and to build new ruling houses of their own. In doing so, they exploited
these local and regional connections both against their local rivals and their regional
imperial overlords when they perceived it was necessary to gain more power.
The kinship and political stories of the early Ghuris, as they appear in the TN
and other contemporary sources, constitute interesting evidence, which has not been
taken into consideration. These stories that Juzjani provides make the Ghuris a people
of transition in medieval Islamic history. Although the early and middle Ghuris never
had sustained territorial expansion outside Ghur, the late Ghuri conquest of Ghazni
and other urban centers in Khurasan provided them with ample opportunities to
remake themselves as imperial sultans.
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Chapter 6
Conclusion: Towards a New Social History

This dissertation has provided an analysis of the coming of Islam to medieval
Afghanistan by focusing on the Islamization of the mountainous region of Ghur
between the tenth and twelfth centuries. During the Muslim conquests of Iran and
Afghanistan in the mid-seventh century, Ghur was one of several vast regions of
mountain lands. Early Muslim universal historians and geographers caricatured
Ghur’s political and cultural geographies, calling it a pagan and impoverished
land surrounded by Muslim urban centers. However, their geographical and
historical knowledge of Ghur as a locality in the eastern Islamic world was
inconsistent, contradictory, and limited. Some of them, such as Tabari and
Istakhri, have provided brief descriptive and cartographic documentation of the
region as part of their mapping of the provinces of Khurasan and Sistan, the twomain administrative units of the early Islamic empire in the region. Other
contemporary authorities, such as Baladhuri and Ibn Khurdadhbih, are silent
about Ghur in their reports of Muslim conquest, tax collection, and the
administrative governance of the disparate localities of Khurasan and Sistan.
However, as I argued in Chapter Two, these geographical and administrative
obscurities regarding early Islamic Ghur were the result of a lack of recordkeeping, and are therefore more indicative of epistemic and evidentiary
limitations in the early Islamic materials than Ghur’s cultural and social
backwardness.
The lack of organized documentation of Ghur by early Muslim historians
and geographers, however, changed dramatically at the turn of the second
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millennium with the decline of universal Islamic sovereignty in Khurasan as
actual caliphal authority was weakened by the rise to power of several regional
Perso-Turkic Islamic dynasties, namely the Samanids and Ghaznavids. The
evidence from this period shows that ruling Ghuri houses, such as the Shansabs,
gradually integrated themselves into various Persianate dynastic houses through
political alliances, patronage, and intermarriage. Taking advantage of Ghur’s
strategic location connecting competing medieval Muslim urban centers, the
Ghuris exploited the enmities between rival regional Muslim dynasties like the
Ghaznavids and the Great Saljuqs, and the opportunities that these dynasties
provided them, for personal, collective, and social mobility.
Furthermore, during the second half of the twelfth century when the
Ghuris rose to imperial power, they seem to have transformed the social and
cultural landscapes of their hinterland region with wealth, labor, and artifacts
collected from their own plunders and raids in cities like Ghazni, and in more
remote regions like Sistan and India. This allowed them to patronize different
Muslim literary and urban families and individuals, such as scholars, historians,
and professional Muslim genealogists, while also bringing them to Ghur.
Descendants of these families, such as Juzjani, whose familial and professional
life I examined in Chapter Three, later invented and glorified in their writings
both pre-Islamic Persian and Islamic histories of Ghur and the Ghuris.
Juzjani has devoted three lengthy chapters to Ghur and the Ghuris in his
Tabaqat-i Nasiri, a medieval Islamic history written in Persian. I argue that
existing scholarship has mined the TN as a universal dynastic history, including
existing studies on the founding of the Delhi Sultanate. However, in my rereading
of the TN, I depart from previous approaches by showing Juzjani’s documentation
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of history and culture at the local level in Ghur. I argued in Chapters Four and
Five that, as part of his project to write a universal history of Islam, Juzjani
followed the medieval Perso-Islamic framework to invent a local history of Ghur.
He was successful in this project by linking the universal Islamic historical
narrative, which he knew from other Muslim historians, to local narratives. In
doing so, he linked the founding of the kingdom of Ghur to epical histories of preIslamic Iran, and claimed that Ali ibn Abi Talib converted the Ghuris to Islam.
Juzjani also attributed the historical emergence of the Ghuris to their strategic
negotiation of kinship, political, and social relations, both among themselves and
with other regional Persianate Muslim ruling houses.
Beside its above key findings, this work directly contributes to several
debates in the fields of medieval Islamic history and South Asian studies. The study
shows that the development of medieval Islamic society in Iran and Afghanistan,
especially in their hinterland localities like Ghur, was inherently convoluted and
prolonged in terms of time and space, straddling multiple local and universal
narratives of mythical and historical pasts. Becoming Muslim, which is known as
“conversion” in the historiography, was subject to multiple translations, adaptations,
and processes. As a result, any narrative we form has to be complex rather than just
notional. For example, not only are we uncertain about what types of religious beliefs
the Ghuris held before they converted to Islam, we also have evidence that shows that
different families and individuals frequently changed their affiliations to Islam. As a
matter of fact, between the tenth and twelfth centuries alone, there are multiple
instances of conversion by the Ghuris within the Islamic faith, such as from the
Karramiyya, a popular religious movement, to Hanafi and Shafi’i Sunnisms. Change
from one Muslim sect to another is permissible, of course. However, from a much
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more local historical perspective, the case of the Ghuris raises more questions than it
provides answers regarding the reception, interpretation, and uses of Islam as a
cultural and political tradition by men of power ruling in the various hinterlands of
medieval Iran and Afghanistan. Did rural chiefs and warlords understand Islam
differently from urban-based men of power and knowledge? How did they relate to it,
theologically or culturally? Was it natural or historical for them to become Muslims?
These and many other questions are difficult to answer for two main reasons.
One is that the foundation and character of Islamic society in places like
Afghanistan, theorized in the historiography as “Persianate” or “Islamicate,” are
overwhelmingly understood in terms of urban cultural productions, such as city
histories, biographical dictionaries, and imperial dynastic histories, or in terms of
modern analytical categories such as “frontiers.” One of the main implications of this
epistemic proposition has been that the vast hinterland geographies like Ghur are
preconceived as ahistorical. As this study articulates, neither Ghur, nor for that matter
Afghanistan, could either be ahistorical or even a frontier because it was a full society
being made and unmade in relation to itself and its surroundings.
This brings us to a second reason why historical changes in medieval
Afghanistan cannot be understood in terms of a homogenous singular narrative: it is
because multiple cities and hinterlands existed in medieval Iran and Afghanistan
which had many mythical and textual histories which were invented in urban, nonurban, religious, and irreligious terms. For instance, Juzjani has provided at least six
different titles for his work, which we now know as the Tabaqat-i Nasiri (see the
appendix, “Many Titles of Tabaqat-i Nasiri”). Therefore, to understand these works
of history better, it is critical not just to take into consideration the discursive contexts
in which they were produced, but also to pay close attention to all the basic details
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that exist in them, such as mythical, historical, cultural, and geographical
terminologies, literary genres, concepts, and everything else. Being selective with
these texts amounts to a teleological effort to build a single narrative, following
incentives of patronage and career success both for medieval scholars and modern
historians alike. Considering all the details of these works ends up complicating and
even debunking any single narratives of peoples, places, and times in history.
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APPENDICES
1) Toponymical Paradoxes of Ghur
Many Etymologies of Ghur
Arabic
Muslim Medieval
Writers

No
Discussion

Usages

Persian

Modern Writers

Suggested
Meanings

English
Al-Ghur
Balad al-Ghur
Ghur
Jabal al-Ghur
of Ghur
Ghur
Balad-e Ghur
Ghur
Jabal-e Ghur
of Ghur
Gairi/gir

Ghur
Region of
Mountains
Ghur
Region of
Mountains
Mountain

Persian/Bactrian/
Sanskrit
Pashto

Ghar

Mountain

Folkloric
Tradition

Gur

Graveyard

There have been several interpretations of the toponym “Ghur” written in
Arabic  اﻟﻐﻮرand in Persian and Pashto ﻏﻮر. All these toponyms do not have one
meaning for they have changed textually or otherwise throughout several periods.
Historically speaking, early medieval Muslim writers who first used Ghur as a
toponym do not discuss its etymology in an organized manner, and they have treated
Ghur as a separate regional entity, a sort of bounded provincial land. They have
deployed a variety of toponyms in referring to the region without discussing their
appellations. For example, Istakhri alternatively used the Arabic singular toponym alGhur or the compound one Balad al-Ghur (“Region of Ghur”) to refer to it. His use of
Ghur as a toponym was more consistent than any other Muslim medieval writer
before the eleventh century, though he skipped discussing its etymological meaning
as well. Like Istakhri, later Ghaznavid and other historians, including Utbi, Bayhaqi,
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and Ibn al-Athir have more frequently used the toponym of Ghur in their works, but
have also not commented on its etymological origins.296
This leaves us with Juzjani. He uses the toponym Ghur in a variety of contexts
with which he has denoted one or two of several political and cultural areas in the
region of Ghur. For example, he has deployed a pool of singular and compound
toponyms in several different contexts for denoting the entire region of medieval
Ghur without discussing their etymological origins and appellations. These are Ghur,
(Ghur), Balad-i Ghur (“Region of Ghur”),297 Jabal-i Ghur (“Mountains of Ghur”),298
Balad-e Jabal (“The Region of Mountains”),299 Mulk-i Ghur (“Country/Kingdom of
Ghur”),300 and Mumalik-i Ghur (“Countries/Kingdoms of Ghur”).301 Indeed, Juzjani
claimed that his intention in writing the history of Ghur was to document “the pure
genealogy of the rulers of Mountains and Ghur ()ﺷﺠﺮه طﯿﺒﮫ ﻣﻠﻮک ﺟﺒﺎل و ﻏﻮر.” 302
Therefore, even though Juzjani has used Ghur as a toponym in a more organized
manner than his predecessors and successors, he emphasizes throughout his account
that Ghur was never one single, bounded geography, unlike our idea of it from the
historiography.
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Ghur-Ghar Axis of Orientalists and Nationalists— “Ghur As Mountain”:
Modern writers have suggested that Ghur has its roots in the old Indo-Iranian
term gairi/gir, which means “mountain” in Avestan and Sanskrit, the two ancient
languages in Persia and India.303 Guy Le Strange, the famous British orientalist who
wrote one of the first works on the medieval geographies of the eastern Islamic world,
commented on the etymology of “Ghur” and suggested that it meant “mountain” in
the local dialects. Le Strange’s interpretation was based solely on a reference by
Muqaddisi, the tenth century Muslim geographer, who had suggested it in a much
broader regional context. While we know that Muqaddisi had never been to Ghur, and
indeed perhaps anywhere in medieval Afghanistan, he has claimed that the kings of
Gharjistan, a neighboring region northwest of Ghur in the Hindukush Mountains,
called themselves “ghar shair,” which meant “mountain kings” In the local dialect.304
However, the person who studied the etymology of Ghur in a much larger ethnolinguistic episteme was Vasily Barthold, the great Russian orientalist, who analyzed
the toponym of the Ghur/Ghar axis along with several other related toponyms and
ethnonyms from this region of medieval Afghanistan. Barthold’s proposition was that
“Ghur/Ghar”— meaning “mountain”— was a common toponym in this and other
mountain regions of Central Asia, in which old Indic and Persian languages, like
Sanskrit and Avestan, had historically been dominant. In addition to the mountainous
regions of central Afghanistan, he suggested that several other regions in Central
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Asia, such as the mountainous area of Zarafshan and Samarqand in the Farghana
Valley, were called by a variation of the Indo-Persian toponym, Ghar.305
There is no concrete proof that the toponym of Ghur has been immutable or
singular in its meaning to different peoples between the medieval and modern periods.
However, Barthold’s ethno-linguistic interpretation of “Ghur/Ghar” as “mountain”
later appealed to many modern local historians, particularly to Afghan nationalists
such as Abdul Hay Habibi, who were re-objectifying colonial and orientalist
knowledge for their sectarian and nationalist interests in the twentieth century when
they started positioning ancient sources, such as Avestan and Sanskrit records, as well
as onomastic and linguistic analyses of medieval Muslim sources as historical truths
about these regions. As a matter of fact, when the post-colonial Afghan state
implemented provincial administrative reforms across the country in the mid
twentieth century, the contemporary Walayat-i Ghur (“Province of Ghur”) was
demarcated in 1958 as an independent administrative region from Hukumat-i Alaya-i
Herat (“The Great State of Herat”) based on the assumption that it was itself a great
historical region in the distant past. The person who was most instrumental in
elevating the status of Ghur as an ethno-linguistic region in Afghanistan during the
twentieth century was Abdul Hay Habibi. While he basically copied and reformulated
Barthold’s exact interpretation of the toponym of Ghur, he went one step further in his
discussion by linking the etymological origins of Ghur to the Pashto language, an
Iranian vernacular, and currently one of the major languages in Afghanistan and
Pakistan. Habibi believed that the toponym Ghur had “direct” roots in the
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contemporary Pashto word ghar, which means “mountain” as well. In connecting the
toponym Ghur to the Pashto word ghar, Habibi was able to invent a whole new
historical tradition for medieval Ghur and its people. According to Habibi, Ghur was
an ancient land of the Pashtuns, by which he meant Afghans. He has turned Zahhak, a
pre-Islamic mythical Persian king, into Sahak, the mythical ancestor of the Sahak
tribe, one of the major contemporary Ghilzai Pashtun sub-tribes. This ethno-linguistic
axis of “Ghur-Ghar” qua “mountain”— first suggested by Vasily Barthold and
followed later by Habibi—has become standard in the writings of Afghans and others
who have associated Ghur’s etymological origins with one or several of their own
modern ethnic, cultural, and religious vernaculars.306
George Raverty, the English translator of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, had argued
long before that the whole idea behind connecting Ghur and Ghuris to
Pashtuns/Afghans was a misreading of medieval sources by colonial historians such
as Mountstuart Elphinstone and other India-based colonial intellectuals in the
nineteenth century. Raverty shows, through a close reading of medieval sources
including Juzjani’s account, our main source for the history of Ghur, that there was no
evidence to link the medieval Ghuris to Afghans. When Habibi edited and republished
Juzjani’s Tabaqat in 1954 in Kabul, he praised and even copied Raverty’s rich
English commentaries on and the translation of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri. However, he has
no acknowledged Raverty’s important argument that there was no linguistic or
historical evidence to connect medieval Ghuris and Pashtuns.
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Ghur as Gur— “Ghur as A Graveyard”
In addition to these ethno-linguistic interpretations of Ghur as a mountain in
the twentieth century, and its linking by Habibi to the Pashto language and Pashtun
people, there is at least one local oral tradition which proposes a different meaning of
Ghur. This tradition circulates currently among Ghur's contemporary inhabitants, and
neither Barthold nor Habibi nor other historians have acknowledged it. As per this
folkloric narrative, the actual name of Ghur was not “Ghar,’ as Barthold and Habibi
have suggested, but “Gur,” which means “graveyard” in modern Pashto and Persian.
People believe that this ancient graveyard was located atop a high peak in the
Hindukush Mountains, where people buried their dead.
The idea of being questioned in one’s grave by two angels named Munkar and
Nakir is a major eschatological concept in Islam, understood largely as as azab alqabr or “suffering from the grave.” The three main questions that Munkar and Nakir
ask a deceased Muslim (“Who is your God? What is your religion? What is your
belief in Muhammad?”) are essential tests for a Muslim which can only be answered
if the person led a pious Islamic life.307 The fact is that this tradition, the idea of
angels questioning the deeds of deceased bodies in a graveyard, existed in
Zoroastrianism, Judaism, and other pre-Islamic religious cultural traditions. For
example, Mithra, Sraosha, and Rashnu are three angels in Zoroastrianism associated
with the eschatological aspects of life. Moreover, the Quran does not mention Munkar
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and Nakir per se, because they were later creations by jurists participating in the
Islamization of their worlds.308
While these linguistic and popular claims might cohere from the etymological
and folkloric perspectives, the region of Ghur does abound in mountains, which was
probably the rationale behind Arab and Persian medieval writers’ use of the
compound toponyms “Jabal al-Ghur and Balad al-Ghur” (“Mountains of Ghur and
The Region of Ghur”).309
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2) Chronological Histories of Muslim Conquests of Ghur

Source

Futuh alBuldan (c.
892)

Genre

Authority

Universal

Al-

History

Baladhuri

Conquest

Conqueror

Year

X

X

Means of
Conquest

X

Al-Hukum
Tarikh-i
Tabari (c.

Universal

922 –3)

History

Al-Tabari

b. Umar al-

667 CE

Ghafari (d.
c. 667), a

War

Companion
Al-Fazl b.
Yahya al-

Tarikh alBuldan (c.

Descriptive

891)

Geography

Al-

Barmaki

Yaqubi

c. 808

(d. 808):
Local

Negotiation,
Marriage

Governor
Sultan
Tarikh-i
Yamini (c.
1036)

Dynastic
History

Al-Utbi

Mahmud

1010;

(d. 1030):

1011

War/Patronage

Regional
Dynast

Sultan

Tarikh-i
Bayhaqi (c.

Dynastic

1077)

History

Abul Fazl
Bayhaqi

Masud (d.

1014;

1041):

1020

War/Patronage

Regional
Dynast

•
Tabaqat-i

Local

Nasiri (1260)

History

Juzjani

656-666

•
•

Ali
Talib

Pledge of

Jewish

Allegiance

Merchant

( ﻋﮭﺪ و ﻟﻮای

Harun
Rashid

200

ibn

)ﺣﮑﻮﻣﺖ

Asad b.
Abdullah
Al-Kamil fi
al-Tarikh (c.
1231)

Al-Qasiri
Universal
History

Ibn Athir

725; 728

(d. c. 738):
Umayyad

War

Governor
of
Khurasan

Sulaiman
b. Sul
(?)/Nasr
Al-Kamil fi
al-Tarikh (c.
1231)

ibn.
Universal
History

Ibn Athir

738

Sayaar:
Last

War

Umayyad
Governor
of
Khurasan
Uthman (d.
656): The

Tarikh-i

Universal

Firishta

History

(1606)

(India)

Hindu
Shah

Third
652

Caliph, Son
in-law of
Muhamma
d
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3) The Many Titles of Tabaqat-i Nasiri
The text is now known by its main title, Tabaqat-i Nasiri, which Juzjani
claims to have picked to honor

English Translation

his patron Sultan Nasir al-Din.

Titles in Persian

Book

310

History

311

that he wished his book to be

Histories
Victorious Houses/Classes
Houses/Classes

312

known simply by the name of

Houses/Classes and Histories

However, this does not mean

Little Book

his patron. He refers to the

313

315

Words
Reference

eleven different titles, which

Writings

ﺗﺎرﯾﺦ

ﺗﻮارﯾﺦ
طﺒﻘﺎت ﻧﺎﺻﺮی
314
طﺒﻘﺎت

طﺒﻘﺎت و ﺗﻮارﯾﺦ
316

ﺻﺤﺎﺋﻒ

317

Pages

Tabaqat-i Nasiri using at least

ﮐﺘﺎب

318

اوراق

ﺣﺮوف,ﮐﻠﻤﺎت
319
320

ذﮐﺮ

ﺳﻄﻮر

appear throughout the work. These titles tell us what Juzjani thought his work to be,
and under what genres of medieval Islamic historiography the work could fall. He
calls his work with a different title only when he tries to establish his authorship, the
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socio-political circumstances impacting his movement as a scholar, and his writing as
a historian. Therefore, to get a general sense for now, I have provided a sample of
these titles in the table accompanied here, along with their literal translation in
English.
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4) Juzjani’s Name as a Literary Trope
No name is neutral in history, especially ones like “Juzjani,” which are
historically invented. While philologists and anthropologists are known to be sensitive
about names and their relations to one’s social and cultural movement in society,
Richard Bulliet was the first scholar to pay serious attention to medieval Muslim
names from a historical perspective, particularly to their social and cultural
foundations in medieval Islamic society. He used onomastics as an epistemological
tool to show that naming as a marker of identification was a complex phenomenon in
medieval Islamic worlds. In his view, what seemed most significant about medieval
Muslim names as they are documented in various Islamic sources like biographical
dictionaries, was the inherent flexibility of their use. Muslims could choose their
names based on their personal, familial, and social status. They could, for example,
wish to be identified by single or combined personal names chosen from their
offspring (kunya), or their genealogical family (nasab). Moreover, they had various
relational and honorific appellations, especially if they were members of elite social
groups, which they either inherited from their powerful families or earned because of
their own services and achievements. Particularly, relational appellations such as
Balkhi (from Balkh), Attar (the Pharmacist), and Juzjani (from Juzjan), reflected a
claimed provenance or an established occupation. Thankfully, Juzjani has a plethora
of personal names, pen-names, public appellations, and titular titles, which are one
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way of tracing the story of his long professional career across different spaces and
times, and of confirming his status in the Juzjani family.321
Apart from their descriptive uses, Juzjani also uses his names to establish and
project authority, telling us a variety of stories and mentioning historical events
concerning himself, his family, his friends, and his associates during his sixty-nine
years of personal and professional life both in medieval Afghanistan and Hindustan.
Juzjani’s full name was Abu Umar Usman bin Muhammad al-Minhaj al-Siraj alJuzjani. This would translate in English as Father of Umar, Usman, Son of
Muhammad, the Illuminated Path, from Juzjan. He uses this kunya personal name
when he first refers to himself as the author of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri. Thus, Umar was
the name of one of his male offspring, in this case one among many sons who he
collectively identifies as Sons of this Supplicant ([ دﻋﺎ ﮔﻮ زاده ﮔﺎنof the slave-kings of
Hindustan].322 Muhammad al-Minhaj al-Siraj was the name of his father. Al-Juzjani
was a relational adjective he used to refer to the locality he came from.323Although
this combined appellation grounded both in his kunya and nasab is Juzjani’s full
name, he himself is a chameleon in his use of names, which vary across contexts
throughout the Tabaqat-i Nasiri. It is possible to identify three distinct classes of
names: personal or pen-names that Juzjani himself adopts; names given to him by his
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contemporaries and later scholars; and Juzjani’s professional appellations beyond his
name.
First, he seems to be quite flexible with his personal and pen-names. In many
cases, he adopts as a pen-name his father’s personal name, Minhaj Siraj.324
Elsewhere, he adds his provenance, al-Juzjani, to his father’s pen-name to refer to
himself.325 Elsewhere still, he refers to himself as Usman Muhammad Minhaj alJuzjani.326 While he uses a host of other full or short versions of his personal names
based on his kunya and nasab throughout the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, the last time he refers
to himself with his pen-name is within a eulogy appearing at the very end of the
Tabaqat-i Nasiri in which he calls himself al-Minhaj al-Siraj, or the Illuminated
Path.327
Second, contemporaries of Juzjani, later historians, and bibliographers have
also assigned various personal names, pen-names, and relational appellations to him.
Zia al-Din Barani (d. c. 1357), the author of Tarikh-i Firuzshahi, calls him by a longer
personal name: Sadr-i Jahan Minhaj al-Din Juzjani or The World Scholar, The True
Path of Religion from Juzjan. Barani combines this honorific title, Sadr-e Jahan which
Juzjani earned in 1254 after being appointed as the Chief Judge of Hindustan, with the
relational adjective, Juzjani. However, Barani also refers to him elsewhere simply as
Minhaj al-Din or Qazi Minhaj al-Din, dropping or adding professional and local

324

Juzjani, TN, 1:129, 192.

325

Juzjani, TN, 190.

326

Juzjani, TN, 1:174.

327

Juzjani, TN, 2:221.

206

relational appellations to his name.328 While Juzjani himself never uses the honorific
of shaikh, learned man, to refer to himself, Abd al-Haqq Muhaddis Dehlawi (d. 1642),
a Mughal traditionist and the compiler of Akhbar al-Akhyar, one of the main
biographical dictionaries of Sufi saints in Hindustan, lists him as a Shaikh Sufi. He
calls him Shaikh Qazi Minhaj Jurjani—we should also note that Juzjani’s relational
adjective, Juzjani, is mistaken here by Dehlawi.329 Muhammad Qasim Firishta (d.
1620), whose own history (Tarikh-i Firishta) became a favorite source among the
orientalists in the nineteenth century for its accounts of Muslim history in India,
constantly calls Juzjani by his relational appellations combined with his father’s penname, Minhaj Siraj Juzjani.330
This combined personal name, Minhaj Siraj Juzjani, based on his kunya and
nasab, became standard during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Dowson and
Elliot, who have translated a selective collection of excerpts from the Tabaqat-i
Nasiri, have documented Juzjani’s full name as Abu Umar Minhaj-ud Din, Usman ibn
Siraj-ud din al Juzjani. However, throughout their work they use Juzjani’s pen-name,
Minhaj Siraj, which Firishta initially standardized.331 Raverty, the English translator
of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri, added an honorific title to Juzjani’s personal name, Maulana,

328

Zia al-Din Barani, Tarikh-i Firozshahi, ed. Saiyid Ahmad Khan and W. Nassau

Lees (Bengal, Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1861), 20–22.
329

Abd al-Haqq Muhadis Dehlawi, Akhbar al-Akhyar, ed. Alim Khan Ashrafi

(Tehran, Anjuman-i Asar wa Mafakhir Farhangi, 2004) 152.
330

Muhammad Qasim Hindu Shah Astarabadi, Tarikh-i Firishta, ed. Muhammad

Riza Nasiri (Tehran, Anjuman-i Asar wa Mafakhir Farhangi, 2008), 157.
331

Dowson, and Elliot, The History of India as Told, 259–262.
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a formal title usually given to men of high authority in Islamic theology and culture.
332

It is unclear why Raverty added maulana to Juzjani, especially as there is only one

time that Juzjani uses Maulana in the Tabaqat-i Nasiri to refer to himself. This title
was bestowed upon him in Sindh when, in 1228, Juzjani changed his patron from
Malik Nasir al-Din Qabacha, the ruler of Uch, to Shams al-Din Iltutmish (d. 1236).
Malik Taj al-Din, one of the elite slaves of Iltutmish who was leading the fight against
the Qabacha, referred to Juzjani as maulana after he decided to join the victorious
side.333
Historians of post-colonial South Asia, including nationalist scholars of the
medieval Islamic history of Hindustan, have essentially followed colonial
intellectuals. Mumtaz Ali Khan has suggested Abu Umara Minhaj ud-Din Uthman b.
Siraj ud-Din Muhammad al-Jauzjani, as Dowson and Elliot have mentioned.334 Khaliq
Ahmad Nizami and Abdul Hay Habibi have followed Raverty’s construction,335 while
Nizami has suggested Minhaj-u- Siraj Jurjani. Habibi has proposed, based on the

332

Raverty, Tabakat-i-Nasiri, xix–xxi. We should note here that Raverty has

mistakenly transliterated Juzjani as Jurjani, and Juzjan as Jurjan, the Arabic name for
the region of northern Iran also known as Gorgan. Khaliq Ahmad Nizami has also
made this mistake (page 76) in his On History and the Historians. On the region of
Jurjan see Clifford Bosworth, “Gorgan: History from the Rise of Islam to the
Beginning of the Safavid Period,” E. Iranica (2002).
333

Juzjani, TN, 2:3.

334

Mumtaz Ali Khan, Some Important Persian Prose Writings of the Thirteenth

Century A.D. in India (Aligarh, Aligarh Muslim University, 1970), 116.
335

Nizami, On History and the Historians of India, 71.
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Tabaqat-i Nasiri and other secondary literature, the following personal names for
Juzjani336:

Abu Umar Minha al-Din bin Siraj al-Din Juzjani
Abu Umar Usman Minhaj al-Din bin Muhammad Siraj al-Din
Abu Umar Usman bin Muhammad Minhaj Siraj al-Juzjani
Abu Umar Minhaj al-Din Usman
Usman Muhammad Minhaj al-Juzjani
Maulana Minhaj al-Din Abu Umar Usman
Minhaj Siraj
Minhaj Siraj Juzjani
Qazi Abu Umar Minhaj
Qazi Abu Umar Minhaj al-Din Usman b. Siraj al-Din Juzjani

Third, although Juzjani was conscientious in his self-presentation, he does not
prefer one personal name over another. As a matter of fact, in many cases, he also
mixes up all his kunya, nasab, and social-professional names and status together into
one abstract title for himself, such as “this loyal subject who is Minhaj Siraj and the
writer of this Tabaqat and compiler of these histories ( اﯾﻦ داﻋﯽ ﮐﮫ ﻣﻨﮭﺎج ﺳﺮاج اﺳﺖ و ﮐﺎﺗﺐ
)اﯾﻦ طﺒﻘﺎت و ﻣﻮﻟﻒ اﯾﻦ ﺗﻮارﯾﺦ.”337
However, what is missing in the previous scholarship is that more revealing
than Juzjani’s formal names is his wish to be remembered by his social being. Juzjani

336

Juzjani, TN, 2:224–5.

337

Juzjani, TN, 2:182.
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repeatedly calls himself a servant ()ﺑﻨﺪه, weak servant ()ﺑﻨﺪه ﺿﻌﯿﻒ, well-wisher ()دﻋﺎ ﮔﻮ
and preacher()داﻋﯽ. These are the main appellations that Juzjani constantly uses to
refer to himself, and to contrast his status from his patrons', the medieval Muslim
sultans of the Ghuri dynasty and their Shamsi slaves in Hindustan, especially Ulugh
Khan (the future Sultan Balban), one of Juzjani’s main patrons in Hindustan.338
Moreover, Juzjani identifies and calls himself by a variety of other titles, which have
no relationship to his kunya or nasab backgrounds, as are suggested by colonial-era
and later historians. These other titles—which Juzjani uses throughout the Tabaqat-i
Nasiri—range from referring to himself directly as an author ()ﻧﻮﯾﺴﻨﺪه, scribe ( )ﮐﺎﺗﺐ,
and compiler ( )ﻣﻮﻟﻒto scribe of this book ()ﮐﺎﺗﺐ اﯾﻦ ﮐﺘﺎب, scribe of this book and
preacher of the state ()ﮐﺎﺗﺐ اﯾﻦ ﮐﺘﺎب و داﻋﯽ دوﻟﺖ, compiler of these classes ( ﻣﻮﻟﻒ اﯾﻦ
 )طﺒﻘﺎت, and compiler of these classes and histories ()ﻣﻮﻟﻒ اﯾﻦ طﺒﻘﺎت و ﺗﻮارﯾﺦ. These selfappellations, which seem social and professional rather than genealogical or
patrilineal, relate perhaps to Juzjani’s larger anxiety regarding his legacy, seeking to
establish his own everlasting credentials as the author of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri.
Hasan Nizami (d. 1229) and Sadid al-Din Awfi (d. 1233), who both came to
Hindustan from Khurasan not many years before Juzjani, have also called themselves
servant, weak servant, and preacher.339 These appellative titles seem to have been
more fundamental to scholars identifying themselves as ambitious learned men of the

338

Juzjani, TN, 2:10, 24, 42, 54, 182, and 219. These are just some examples of the

authorship appellations that Juzjani uses to refer to himself, and to establish his
authorship of the Tabaqat-i Nasiri.
339

Hasan Nizami, Taj al-Masir (New Delhi, Iran Cultural Center in New Delhi,

2008), 30, and 36.
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medieval Islamic worlds, like Juzjani in Hindustan, as they navigated and established
their credentials as authorities in the various courts of Muslim sultans and the military
classes. 340

340

See Clifford Bosworth’s entry, “Divan: Government Office,” E. Iranica (1995).
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5) Mapping Juzjani’s Travels Across Medieval Afghanistan and Hindustan

PLACE NAME

ACTIVITIES

PERIOD

PATRON

Firuzkoh, Ghur

Upbringing

1193-1211

Ma Malik

Sistan

Envoy

1216

X

Timran, Ghur

Marriage

1220

Malik Naser alDin Abu Bakr

Tulak, Ghur

Ghazi

1221

X

Quhistan/Kohistan,
Kerman-Iran

Merchant342

1224

X

Khaisar, Ghur

X

1225

Quhistan/Sistan

Merchant

1226

Sistan/Quhistan

Merchant,
Prisoner

1226

Malik Taj alDin Yinaltigin

Tulak, Ghur

X

1226

Malik Rukin alDin

Uch, Sindh

Judge, Teacher,
Preacher

1227

Nasir al-Din
Qabacha

Shifts loyalty

Delhi

X

1128

Sultan Iltutmish

Leaves Sindh
after the death of
Qabacha, and

341

Malik Rukin alDin M. Usman
Marghani
Marghani plus
Malik Taj alDin Yinaltigin,
ruler of Zarang,

COMMENTS
Imam Ali
Ghaznavi was his
private teacher.
First known
travel outside
Ghur.341
Local Ruler
Taking part in
the wars against
the Mongols
Opening routes,
securing food,
etc
Opening routes
to Ghur, securing
food
Second journey
to Quhistan343
Botched his
mission;
imprisoned.
Returns to Tulak
after release from
prison.

He also meets Imam Rashid al-Din Abdul Majid during this seven-month political

alliance-building journey. He later quotes Majid as a source for the history of the
Saljuqs for this journey, see Juzjani, TN, 2:214.
342

He gives an interesting account about his knowledge of the area, and this becomes

useful later for him when he is sent there again—See Juzjani, TN, 1:247.
343

He also meets now the Qazi Wahid al-Din Fushanji, who he quotes in his

discussion of the cities of Khurasan under occupation of the Mongols—See Juzjani,
TN, 1:247.
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takes up
residence in
Delhi. However,
Juzjani has no
official position
in Delhi between
1128 and 1231.
He gets
appointed to
Gwalior after its
conquest by
Iltutmish.
Comes back to
Delhi after Razia
comes to power.
Only served for 6
months.345
He is jobless, and
left his family
here, by going
himself to
Lakhnauti.

Gwalior344

Preacher, Judge

1231-1236

Sultan Iltutmish

Delhi-Gwalior

Principal,
Preacher, Judge

1237-39

Sultan Razia

Delhi

Chief Judge

1241

Sultan Bahram
Shah

Awadh

X

1242

Taj al-Din
Qutlugh, Qamar
al-Din Qairan

Lakhnauti

Ghazi

1242-1244

Tughun Khan
Az al-Din
Tughrul346

Delhi-Gwalior

Guardianship of
Waqfs, Preacher

1244-1249347

Ulugh Khan

Uch

Guardianship of
Waqfs, Preacher

1245

Ulugh Khan

Kanauj

Guardianship of
Waqfs, Preacher

1247

Ulugh Khan

//against Rajputs

Hansi

Zamindar

1249

Ulugh Khan

After writing
Nasiri Nama348

Wandering in
Lakhnauti
Tughun Khan
brings him to
Delhi
Joins the Khan
and Sultan in
wars against
Mongols.

344

Juzjani, TN, 2:448.

345

He was forced out from this position by other scholars and maliks opposing both

the sultan and the Chief Judge. He was replaced in 1242 by Qazi Imad al-Din Shofur
Khani, the main rival to Juzjani during this period.
346

He apparently accompanied this warlord in his campaigns for a year, which were

not successful. This failure was perhaps the main reason he came back to Delhi.
347

July 22, 1244.

348

We only known this from Firishta. This is the second work of Juzjani, which is

now lost. See Habibi’s commentary in Juzjani, TN, 2:254.
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Multan

Slave Owner

1250

Ulugh Khan

Delhi

X

1250

Ulugh Khan

Delhi

Chief Judge, and
Vizier

1251-53

Nasir al-Din
Mahmud

Delhi

Home Prisoner

1253

X

Delhi

World Scholar

1254

Ulugh Khan

Delhi

Chief Judge

1255-1258

Ulugh Khan

Delhi

Retiree

1260 (69 years
old)

Ulugh Khan

He went to send
slaves and
money to his
sister in
Khurasan. 349
Back to Delhi
from Multan
Ulugh Khan fell
out of favor of
the sultan350
Out of work
living in Delhi
for 6 months
The honorary
title
Last time we
hear him
speaking about
himself is in
1258.
Place of death
unknown

349

Juzjani, TN, 2:255.

350

The sultan brought to the court all other individuals who were rivals to Juzjani, and

Juzjani was replaced as vizier by Ain al-Mulk Muhammad Junaidi, Imad al-Din
Raihan as the Royal Judge, and Qazi Shams al-Din Bahrayeji—See Juzjani, TN,
2:256.
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6) A Karramiyya Petition in Tabaqat-i Nasiri351
Re: A petition by Imam Sadr al-Din Ali Hisam Nishapuri, a local leader of the
Karramiyya sect in Ghur (c. 1175 CE), in which he condemns Sultan
Ghias al-Din’s (d. 1206) change of religious affiliation from
Karramiyya to Shafi, one of the four schools of jurisprudence in Sunni
Islam.
Key Contexts: Ghuris’ territorial expansion under Ghias al-Din, the conquest of
Herat in 1175, Ghuri legitimacy, and sectarian movements in medieval Khurasan

The Petition in Persian
 ﺷﺎﻓﻌﯽ ﺑﺴﯿﺎر ﺑﻮد، در ﺧﺮاﺳﺎن ﺧﻮاﺟﮫ ﮔﻮﻧﮫ.1
 ای ﺧﺴﺮو ﺻﺎﺣﺐ ﻧﺸﺎن، ﺑﺮ در ھﺮ ﺧﺴﺮوی.2
 ﭘﺎدﺷﺎه ﺷﺎﻓﻌﯽ، ﻟﯿﮏ اﻧﺪر ھﻔﺖ ﮐﺸﻮر.3
 ﺗﺎ ھﯿﭻ ﮐﺲ دارد ﻧﺸﺎن؟، ﺑﮭﺘﺮک ﻣﻌﻠﻮم ﮐﻦ.4
 ﺧﻠﯿﻔﮫ ﺷﺎﻓﻌﯽ ﻣﺬھﺐ ﺑُ َﻮد: ور ﮐﺴﯽ ﮔﻮﯾﺪ.5
 ھﯿﭻ زﯾﺮک را ﻧﺒﺎﺷﺪ اﯾﻦ ﮔﻤﺎن،˜ِ  ﺣﺎش.6
 ﺑﯽ ﺧﻼف،ﺐ ﻋﺒﺎس را اﻧﺪر ﺧﻼﻓﺖ
ِ  ﻣﺬھ.7
 زو ﺧﻼف اﺧﺮ ﭼﻮ در ﻟﺒﺲ ﺳﯿﮫ ﺻﻮرت ﻧﺒﺴﺖ.8
 دز ﺷﻌﺎر ﺻﺒﻐﺘﮫ ﷲ اﯾﻦ ﺗﺼﻮر ﮐﯽ ﺗﻮان.9
 ذﮐﺮ اﯾﻦ ﻣﻌﻨﺎ ﺑﺪان، ﺟﺎﺟﺘﯽ ﻧَﺒ َﻮد ﻣﺨﺎﻟﻒ.10
 ﺟُﺰ ﺑﮫ ﻋﺒﺎس اﻗﺘﺪا،  ﮐﯽ ﮐﻨﺪ ھﺮﮔﺰ ﺧﻠﯿﻔﮫ.11
 زان ﺧﺎﻧﺪان، ﺧﻼف ﺟﺪ وﻋﻢ
 ﮐﯽ ﺳﺰد ھﺮﮔﺰ.12
ِ
 ﭘﺲ ﺗﻮ ﺑﺎری ﭼﻮن ﭘﺪر را ﺧﻮاﺳﺘﯽ ﮐﺮدن ﺧﻼف.13

351

Juzjani, TN, 1: 361-364.
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 ﭼﻮن ﻧﺮﻓﺘﯽ ﺑﺮ ﺷﻌﺎر و راه دﯾﮕﺮ ﺧﺴﺮوان؟.14
 در ﺟﮭﺎن ﺧﻮد ﺑﮕﺬرد، ور ﻧﮫ آن ﮐﺮدی و ﻧﯽ اﯾﻦ.15
 ﺑﮭﺮ ﻋﺬر آن ﺟﮭﺎن، ﺣﺠﺘﯽ ﺑﺎری طﻠﺐ ﮐﻦ.16
 ﺧﯿﺰد روز ﺣﺸﺮ، ﺗﺎ ﭼﻮ ھﺮﮐﺲ ﺑﺎ اﻣﺎم اھﻞ.17
 ﺗﻨﮭﺎ ﺑﻤﺎﻧﯽ ﺟﺎودان، ﺗﻮ درﯾﻦ ﺗﻘﻠﯿﺪ ﺧﻮد.18
 وﷲ اﯾﻦ ﺧﻮاھﻨﺪ ﮔﻔﺖ، ﺷﺎﻓﻌﯽ و ﺑﻮﺣﻨﯿﻔﮫ.19
 ﺑﺪان، زﯾﻦ در، زان در ﺑﺪﯾﻦ، ﺧﻮب ﻧﺒ َﻮد ﺑﯽ ﺳﺒﺐ.20
English Translation
1. Khurasan has an abundance of Shafi’i Khwajas
2. O enthroned king, [they are] in the court of every king
3. Even if the Seven Climes would have Shafi’i kings
4. Be assured that none of them would have fame
5. If someone says that the Caliph is of Shafi’i mazhab
6. Praise be to Allah that no wise person would even guess that
7. None of the Abbasid Caliphs has a mazhab
8. Indeed, it is not even necessary to know it
9. Do not cover your opposition with black clothes
10. One cannot just be [Muslim] by saying “I am Muslim”
11. The caliphs will follow only Abbas [in mazhab]
12. Indeed, who would oppose one’s own forefathers and family
13. You, however, decided to abandon the god/creator [ ]ﺑﺎریof your father
14. For you have not even acted like other kings [who follow their fathers’ god/s]
15. Whether you did or not, this world will vanish
16. Confess, seek repentance and forgiveness for the next world
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17. For during the Resurrection Day everyone will wake up/stand by their imam
18. You, with this change [of mazhab], will be forever alone
19. Shafi’i, Abu Hanifa, and Allah will all say this:
20. It was not lawful, without a reason, to move from this to that and from that to
this [mazhab] 352

352

The key here is that Ghiyas al-Din’s change of affiliation is more spiritual than

anything else, as he sees this change of belief initially in a dream. Sufi initiation
through dreaming is common in Islamic history. The importance of dreams is seen in
the modern period too, including in the case of the founder of the Tariqa-yi
Muhammadiya, Khwaja Muhammad Nasir Andalib (died circa 1759), who claimed
that he was introduced to the Prophet by Imam Husayn in a dream (for this discussion
see Jamal Elias, “Sufism,” Iranian Studies 31, no. 3-4 (Summer/Fall 1998), 602, 603,
607, 608).
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